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Debate
Progress but questions remain after Washington and Astana 

‘De-escalation zones’ are first steps towards Syria’s partition

U
S President 
Donald 
Trump said 
the latest 
talks in 
Washington 
between 
Russian 
Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov and the US 
administration were “very, very 
good.”

After hosting his Russian guest 
at the Oval Office, Trump added 
that he and Russia were deter-
mined to stop the slaughter in 
Syria.

For the first time in more than 
six years that might be a real 
possibility. However, much 
depends upon the relationship 
between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Trump and 
whether the two leaders are able 
and willing to put their full weight 
behind the “de-escalation zones” 
agreed at talks in early May in 
Astana, Kazakhstan.

The deal hammered out in 
Astana partially reflects Trump’s 
long-standing demand for the 
establishment of Syrian safe 
zones, though with a linguistic 
twist designed to garner support 
in Damascus.

The agreement was signed off 
by the Big Three — Russia, Turkey 
and Iran — and was discussed by 
Putin and Trump during a 
telephone conversation May 2.

In its capacity as one of the 
guarantors of the agreement, 
Moscow would assume responsi-
bility for ensuring that no Syrian 
warplanes and tanks access four 
agreed-to zones. The first of these 
would be the city of Daraa in 
southern Syria, followed by Idlib 
in north-western Syria. The 
de-escalation zones also apply to 
the northern region of Homs and 
the countryside to the east of 
Damascus, held by Saudi-backed 
rebels since 2012.

Exempted from the ceasefire in 
all four districts are Jabhat 
al-Nusra (al-Qaeda’s branch in 
Syria) and the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Government troops and Turkish-
backed rebels would be expected 
to unite in eradicating both 
groups from the Syrian battle-
field.

Russia’s second responsibility 
would be to ensure Damascus 
restores basic services, such as 
water and electricity, to areas 
within the zones where supplies 

have been stopped. Damascus 
would also be required to reopen 
schools, hospitals, clinics and 
police stations where required.

Should the ceasefire hold, it 
would be incorporated within a 
UN resolution, allowing millions 
of refugees scattered worldwide 
to return home. Local militias 
would be required to surrender 
their heavy arms and military 
equipment — a task that Turkey 
has said it would oversee, promis-
ing the armed opposition the 
opportunity to administer its 
cities and towns under the 
auspices of Damascus, with any 
weaponry being restricted to light 
arms.

If successful, the de-escalation 
zones would provide a model that 
could be expanded to the eastern 
countryside of Aleppo, which 
Damascus and Moscow retook last 
December, followed by the 
villages surrounding the port city 
of Latakia.

However, for that to happen, 
many things must occur. All sides 
need to agree upon the identity of 
the peacekeeping observers to 
police the ceasefire. Currently, 
suggested peacekeepers are 
limited to “non-controversial 
countries” such as Egypt and 
Algeria or members countries of 
BRICS — Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa.

In a break with what many 
assumed to have been an official 
policy of resisting the deployment 
of peacekeeping troops upon its 
territory, Damascus has not 
torpedoed the suggestion. 
However, no indication has been 
given as to who would fund the 
peacekeeping mission to Syria or 
precisely what the troops’ 
mandate would be and when it 
would end.

Questions also remain over the 
future of pardoned rebels present 
within the territories and the 
freedom of movement extended 
to them. Likewise, the issue of 
how any potential conflict 
between the regime and the 
militias they will be required to 
work with might be resolved.

Ambiguities also exist over who 
might be responsible for guaran-
teeing the safety of returning 
refugees. Additionally, the Astana 
agreement says nothing about 
how the Big Three would respond 
to any breach of the ceasefire and 
does not specify what the moni-
toring mechanism would be.

Though it represents a serious 
compromise in their war aims, 
both Damascus and the opposition 
have approved the agreement as it 
stands. It is also certain that 
elements in both camps would 
stand to benefit should the 
agreement fail.

However, the only chance of 
that happening is if the Big Three 
disagree among themselves over 
who gets what in the Syrian 
battlefield or if concrete steps are 
not taken to transform the Astana 
agreement into a workable 
framework document, through a 
new election law and a new 
constitution.

Overall, there is the need to 
recognise that the political and 
administrative hegemony of 
Damascus cannot continue into 
post-war Syria. Different towns 
and cities need a new form of local 
governance — the right to appoint 
their own municipality and local 
chambers or parliaments — the 
right to get a share of their own 
natural wealth and to appoint 
their governors. Ultimately this 
would give them greater auton-
omy but stop short of independ-
ence. They would remain part of 
the Syrian Republic.

The only legal document that 
has ventured close to this is the 
Russian-authored constitution. If 
the Syrians decide to stick with 
their old form of government, 
then Astana will fail, just like the 
tens of similar ceasefire agree-
ments reached since 2011.
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T
he Astana peace 
talks added four 
new points to 
the Syrian issue. 
The purpose, 
however, was 
not to find 
permanent 
solutions in 

Syria to stop the bloodshed and 
end the war; rather, it was to give 
the international powers 
involved in the Syrian conflict 
some respite to put order in their 
plans and give proof of good faith 
in dealing with each other.

Their plan is to divide Syria 
into four “de-escalation zones.” 
One would be in Idlib province, 
another north of Homs, a third in 
East Ghouta and the fourth in 
southern Syria. The international 
powers apparently believe their 
interests will be secured and 
border zones between the four 
areas will be placed under 
international supervision.

Of course, the Syrian sides will 
have to approve the agreements 
but they have no choice or 
influence on how things are 
evolving.

Creating de-escalation zones 
and moving forward with the 
guardians’ agendas are the first 
steps towards Syria’s partition 
through the creation of areas of 
real influence from both local 
and external forces. This is 

particularly true in Idlib and 
southern Syria, along the borders 
with Turkey to the north and 
with Jordan to the south.

As we move away from these 
zones, however, partition 
becomes more complex and less 
likely. Several complications due 
to geography arise in East Ghouta 
and the northern region of Homs 
province. These areas share no 
international borders and, while 
controlled by the Syrian opposi-
tion forces, they are besieged by 
the Syrian Army.

There are also areas that have 
been purposely left out of the 
de-escalation zones, such as 
places north of the Euphrates, 
which are under the influence of 
the United States, which is 
supporting Kurdish armed units, 
and Turkey, which is providing 
support for the Free Syrian Army 
militia and anti-Kurdish Islamic 
factions. Let’s also not forget 
areas controlled by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Nusra forces.

The northern area is vitally 
important if one wishes to cut off 
the geographical continuation 
between Iran on the one hand 
and Iraq, Syria  and Lebanon on 
the other and thus weaken 
Hezbollah and safeguard Israel’s 
security. If the partition plan 
comes to pass, it will create 
another protracted conflict zone. 
Tehran will not easily acquiesce 

to any project between its 
Russian ally and its American foe 
that can result in Iran’s isolation.

We know that the Americans 
are insisting on removing Iranian 
and Hezbollah forces from Syria. 
It is also noteworthy that the 
areas of greater Damascus and 
the Syrian-Lebanese border 
where Iran’s and Hezbollah’s 
influences are strongest have 
been excluded from the partition 
scheme.

This geographical imbroglio is 
made worse by the warring 
parties’ refusal to make land 
concessions. Both the Syrian 
regime and its allies and the 
various opposition forces and 
their allies want to keep the 
status quo on the terrain. They 
know that any changes will lead 
to the creation of new conflict 
zones between new entities that 
would be difficult to control.

The Syrian conflict has had 
unprecedented political and 
human consequences and yet 
attempts to arrive at adequate 
solutions are still at the termino-
logical level. A couple of years 
ago, we started hearing about 
“safe zones,” then we heard 
about “quiet zones” and now we 
hear about “de-escalation 
zones.”

With this last product from the 
Astana negotiations, interna-
tional stakeholders in the Syrian 

conflict, particularly Russia, 
want to move to the phase of 
reaping the benefits of their 
involvement. The United States 
will get areas that are crucial to 
the security of its allies, namely 
Israel, Jordan and the Kurds. 
There are hints that Iran, which is 
deeply involved in Syria through 
a number of investments and 
projects, would be banned from 
making further investments in 
Syria.

“De-escalation zones” is just 
another name for a truce in the 
war against the Syrian people by 
the international stakeholders in 
Syria. It will be another brittle 
truce like the one decided 
between Russia and Turkey last 
December.

These “zones” have never been 
part of a peace plan for Syria. 
They are useless schemes for 
partitioning Syria into occupa-
tion and perpetual conflict 
zones. The blood-shedding 
machinery in Syria is intact and 
the Syrian population has no say 
in these pseudo-peace agree-
ments.

Despite years of brutal war, 
those speaking in the name of the 
Syrian people have failed to 
adopt a clearly nationalistic 
Syrian vision for Syria.
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The blood-
shedding 
machinery in 
Syria is intact 
and the Syrian 
population has 
no say in these 
pseudo-peace 
agreements.

The political and 
administrative 
hegemony of 
Damascus cannot 
continue into 
post-war Syria.

Syria after Astana
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