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Avaaz, le trublion de’humanitaire,
passe al'offensive contre le régime syrien

L'ONG ajoué unrole danslalibération des journalistes occidentaux, mais ses méthodes sont critiquées

ans la lente et périlleuse
D opération qui a permis

d'exfiltrer, fin février, les
quatre journalistes occidentaux
bloqués a Homs, au centre de la
Syrie, une ONG encore méconnue
en France a joué un role non negli-
geable. Il s'agit d' Avaaz— un terme
farsiqui signifie « voix »—, unmou-
vement citoyen, basé a New York,
qui utilise la puissance de feu de
I'Internet pour monterdescampa-
gnes de lobbying gigantesques a
travers le monde.

Fondée en 2007 par des anciens
de MoveOn.org une association
de mobilisation en ligne qui avait
contribué a I'élection de Barack
Obama en 2008, Avaaz s'est inves-
tie ces derniéres années dans des
causes aussi diverses que la lutte
contre le réchauffement climati-
que, la défense de I'opposition bir-
mane ou le soutien aux militants
anticorruption en Inde. Au prin-
temps 2011, l'organisation qui
s’enorgueillit d'avoir la plus vaste
liste de diffusion au monde
(13 6 millionsd'abonnés)etqui pre-
tend étre financée exclusivement
par des donations individuelles,
s’est aventurée sur le champ de
mines syrien. Grace a un vaste
éventail de contacts en Syrie,
actionnés depuis Beyrouth par
Wissam Tarif, une figure du mou-
vement de défense des droits de
I'homme libanais, Avaaz a mis en
place des filiéres de soutien aux
opposants a Bachar Al-Assad.

Cesréseauxclandestinsontser-
vi a acheminer du matériel médi-
caljusque dans les cliniques de for-
tune gérées par les insurgés, ainsi
qu'a équiper des dizaines d'entre
eux en matériel d'enregistrement
et de transmission. Les images
qu'ils tournent et qu'ils téléchar-
gent ensuite sur Internet font par-
tie de ce flot de vidéos, souvent
floues et tremblées, qui sont diffu-
sées par les chaines de télévision
occidentales, décrétées persona
non grata par le pouvoir syrien.
«Nous voulons casser le black-out
meédiatique imposé par le régime
syrien», dit Ricken Patel, le patron
d'Avaaz et I'un de ses fondateurs,
un trentenaire anglo-canadien,
joint par téléphone a New York.
« Ces images sont comme un bal-
lond’oxygéne qui permet au soule-
vement syrien de perdurer. »

Apres avoir aidé une trentaine
de journalistes a s'infiltrer en
Syrie, Avaaz a contribué a des
degrés divers a I'évacuation du
photographe britannique Paul
Conroy, du reporter d’El Mundo
Javier Espinosa ainsi qu'a la sortie
d’'Edith Bouvier et de William
Daniels, les deux journalistes fran-
cais arrivés a Paris vendredi
2mars. « Nousavonsfait passer des
messages et offert de I'aide, nous
n’avons jamais pris de décision »,
affirme Ricken Patel, visiblement
soucieux de ne pas s'arroger tout

le mérite de ces opérations. Un
communiqué publié dans la fou-
lée de I'exfiltration de M.Conroy,
quiaffirmaitqu’'Avaazavait« coor-
donné» son sauvetage, avait susci-
té des remous au sein des mouve-
ments d'opposition syriens, qui
étaient eux aussi a la manceuvre.
«Avaaz a beaucoup aidé, mais ils
ne sont pas partout », dit Javier
Espinosa, joint a Beyrouth.

Noncontentd agir surle terrain
humanitaire et médiatique, Avaaz
revendique désormais un role
ouvertement politique. Vendredi
24 février, ses émissaires étaient a
Tunis a la réunion inaugurale du
groupe des Amis de la Syrie, une
coalition de pays a la pointe de la
lutte contre le régime de Bachar
Al-Assad. « Nous sommes appelés
presquetouslesjours pardesdiplo-
mates qui cherchent a avoir des
infos sur ce qui se passe sur le ter-
rain», dit Ricken Patel.

Le programme d'Avaaz?
«Reconnaitre le Conseil national
syrien [la principale plate-forme

d'opposition], comme le représen-
tant légitime du peuple syrien », ce
qui impliqueraitla rupturedes der-
niers liens diplomatiques avec
Damas; «durcir les sanctions»
contrelerégime, aurisque de péna-
liseraussila populationet « instau-
rer une zone de sécurité pour les
civils», ce qui supposerait, méme
si Avaaz ne le mentionne pas, une

«Ilssontdans une
logique de croisade,
avecuneapproche
tres simpliste dela
crise », ditunbon
connaisseur de la Syrie

forme d'intervention militaire
étrangere en Syrie.

Avec un positionnement aussi
offensif, qui rompt avecla retenue
traditionnelle des ONG, le nou-
veau venu ne s'est pas fait que des
amis. «Ils ont un style un peu cow-

boy, dit un militant des droits de
I'homme libanais. Le nombre des
morts qu'ils avancent est souvent
invérifiable. La documentation
n'est pas leur point fort.» «Ils sont
dans une logique de croisade, avec
uneapprochetréssimplistedela cri-
se, dit un bon connaisseur de la
Syrie. Ils risquent de causer beau-
coup de mal aux autres ONG. »
Ricken Patel veut ignorer cescri-
tiques, symptomatiques selon lui
de « la vieille société civile, bureau-
cratique et allergique aux ris-
ques». «La plupart des grosses
ONG ont refusé de violer la loi
syrienne, ce quiles a rendues inuti-
les pour le peuple syrien, accu-
se-t-il. Certaines d’entre elles nous
ontdiscrétement demandéd ache-
miner leur aide. » 1l entend rester
fidele au slogan plein de panache
et de candeur qui est celui d'A-
vaaz:« Réduirel’écart entrelemon-
de tel qu'il est et tel que la plupart
des gensvoudraient qu'il soit.» @
BENJAMIN BARTHE
ET LAURE STEPHAN (A BEYROUTH)
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Une manifestation organisée par 'ONG Avaaz devant le siege des Nations unies, a New York,
le 24 février, pour protester contre le soutien apporté par Moscou au régime de Damas. sy aci/ap
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Neue Angrille in Syrien
withrend Annan-Besuch

U hollt aul Einlenken Moskaus im Sicherheitsrat

Karro/KorENHAGEN - Trotz des Besuchs
des UN-Sondergesandten Kofi Annan in
Syrien haben Regierungstruppen am
Samstag einen neuen Angriff auf die nord-
liche Region Idlib gestartet. Die Militirak-
tion weckte Beflirchtungen, das Regime
von Prisident Baschar Assad plane eine
dhnliche Offensive wie im Februar gegen
die weiter siidlich gelegene Protesthoch-
burg Homs. Offenbar flohen bereits viele
Familien aus der Stadt Idlib. Regierungs-
truppen toteten laut Aktivisten 16 bewaft-
nete Kimpfer der Opposition, die auf
dem Weg nach Idlib waren.

Am Morgen hatte der frithere UN-Ge-
neralsekretir Annan Assad in Damaskus
getroffen. Laut amtlicher Nachrichten-
agentur Sana sagte Assad, jeglicher Dia-
log seizum Scheitern verurteilt, ,so lange
es bewaffnete Terrorgruppen gibt, die da-
rauf hinarbeiten, Anarchie zu verbreiten
und das Land zu destabilisieren“. Auch
die syrische Opposition hat einen Dialog
bereits als sinnlos und realititsfern zu-
riickgewiesen. Annan zeigte sich nach
dem Treffen , tief besorgt®.

Die EU-Staaten sehen Sanktionen als
ihr einziges Druckmittel gegen das Vorge-
hen von Assad. Kein EU-Land halte ein
militarisches Eingreifen fiir einen gangba-
ren Weg, sagte Dinemarks Auflenminis-
ter Villy Sovndal in Kopenhagen nach ei-

nem Treffen der EU-Aufenminister. Die
EU-Aufenbeauftragte Catherine Ashton
kiindigte eine weitere Verschirfung der
Sanktionen an, die das ndchste Minister-
treffen am 23. Mirz beschliefen kénnte.
Gegen Syrien besteht ein Ol- und Waffen-
embargo, Mitglieder der Fithrung diirfen
weder in die EU einreisen noch haben sie
Zugang zu ihren Vermdogen in Europa. Zu-
letzt wurde beschlossen, einen Teil der
Konten der syrischen Zentralbank einzu-
frieren sowic Frachtfliige nach Europa zu
untersagen. Nun sind Streichungen im zi-
vilen Flug- sowie eine Einschrinkung des
Schiffverkehrs im Gesprich.

Am Montag wollen die Europier im
UN-Sicherheitsrat erneut auf Russland
und China einwirken, ihr Veto gegen eine
Syrien-Resolutionaufzugeben. Berlin hilt
nach der Prasidentenwahl in Russland ein
Umdenkender Regierung fiir moglich. Au-
fenminister Sergej Lawrow, der am Mon-
tagin New York erwartet wird, verteidigte
bei einem Treffen der Arabischen Liga
Moskaus Haltung. Sein Land schiitze kein
Regime, sondern das internationale
Recht, sagte er inKairo. Der Ministerprasi-
dent von Katar, Scheik Hamad bin Jassem
Al Thani, sprach hingegen von cinem
wsystematischen Volkermord durch die
syrische Regierung“. Eine Waffenruhe al-
lein sei keine Losung. dapd/rtr
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SIRIA

Assad recibe a Kofi
Annan sin dejar de
asediar y matar a
la poblacion

ABC
MADRID

El enviado especial de la ONU y la
Liga Arabe para Siria, Kofi Annan,
es testigo en Damasco delocompli-
cado que va a ser frenarlas matan-
zas ordenadas por el régimen en
ese pais, que han seguido su curso
durante su viaje. Annan fue recibi-
do ayer por el presidente Bashar
Al Assad, quele dijo que no tiene in-
tencion ninguna de sentarse a ne-
gociar conlos opositores, a los que
sigue considerando «terroristas».

«No puede haber didlogo o acti-
vidades politicas mientras haya
grupos terroristas armados ope-
rando y extendiendo el caos y la
inestabilida», dijo el presidente al
enviado de la ONU, segun la agen-
cia oficial Sana. Era la forma de
dar a entender a la comunidad in-
ternacional que la repersion orde-
nada por el propio Assad va a se-
guir adelante sin importar que
sean ya mas de 7.500 personas las
que han muerto en el ltimo ano
de revueltas.

Efectivamente, mientras am-
bos se reunian en la capital, el Ejér-
cito seguia adelante con su ofensi-
va en los bastiones rebeldes del
norte del pais. Los activistas de-
nuncian que los tanques del régi-
men han tomado ya Idlib tras el
asaltola semana pasada a Homs.

Frente a Chinay Rusia, principa-
les valedores de Damasco en la es-
cena internacional, regimenes au-
tocratas como Arabia Saudi o Qa-
tar se alzan cada vez més en paladi-
nes de la democracia y defienden
el rearme de la guerrilla para,
como ocurrio en Libia, poder des-
de fuera ayudara poner fin a un ré-
gimen que la familia Assad mantie-
ne desde hace tres décadas.
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Bashar al-Assad diz a Kofi Annan
que nao negoceia com terroristas

Enquanto estiveram a conversa num hotel de Damasco, as forcas do Governo deram inicio ao grande
assalto a Idlib, a segunda cidade rebelde na lista de “limpeza” do regime. A 4.2 divisdo volta a accao

GULED AR

Siria ,
AnaGomesFerreira

A atmosfera do encontro de duas
horas, num hotel em Damasco, foi
“positiva”, relatou a agéncia siria
Sana. O Presidente Bashar al-Assad
recebeu o en\"iado das Nagoes Uni-
das e da Liga Arabe, Kofi Annan, pa-
ra lhe dizer que nao negoceia com

“A Siria esta preparada para fazer
qualquer esfor¢o para encontrar
uma solug¢io”, mas “o didlogo e a
accio politica ndo podem ter éxito
enquanto houver grupos terroristas
i alham o caos e 3
tabilidade”, disse o Presidente ao di-
plomata, segundo a Sana. Um porta-
voz da ONU diria horas depois que
Annan apresentou virias propostas
a Assad -~ sobre o fim das mort
entrada de ajuda humanitiria para
civis, a libertacio de presos poli-
ticos e o inicio do dialogo politico - e
classificou o dialogo como “candi-
do e abrangente”. Os dois homens
MArcaram novo encontro para esta
manha, antes de Annan seguir para
o Qatar.

Assad foi claro: vai continuar a ba-
talha contra a oposi¢io. Enquanto
conversava com o enviado, as suas
tropas deram inicio a grande ofen-
siva para “limpar” a cidade de Idlib
(noroeste). “Limpeza” foi a palavra
usada hi duas semanas por um alto
reponsavel militar ao referir-se ao
assalto final a Homs.

A cidade comecou a ser bombar-
deada h (hora local) e o ataque
constante com artilharia pesada foi
iniciado a meio da manha. Os rela-
tos das testemunhas ouvidas pela
Reuters, via telefone, davam conta
do avango dos tanques, que se posi-
cionavam nos acessos a cidade e em
zonas estratégicas.

Ao fim da tarde, o Observatorio
Sirio dos Direitos Humanos tinha
registado a morte de 62 pessoas em
toda a Sir 3

a, amaior parte em Idlib. E
o “maior bombardeamento desde o
refor¢o de efectivos”, indicou a AFP
Rami Abdel Rahmane, presidente do
Observatério, sediado no estrangei-
'O MAas em contacto com o terreno.
No inicio da semana, o regime en-
viou para Idlib a 4.2 divisio blinda-
da, comandada por Maher Al-Assad,
irmao do Presidente, e responsavel
pela “limpeza” de Homs.

Assad

Kofi Annan foi muit: pelaoposicaosiriaporabrirodial oPr
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A BBC apurou que os bombardea-
mentos siao indiscriminados: como
em Homs, os alvos sdo todos, civis
e militar

Assad trava, hi um ano, uma guer-
racontra rios que, na sequéncia
das sublevagoes no Egipto e na Tuni-
sia (onde os regimes cairam), foram
paraa rua pedir reformas democri-
ticas. As manifestacoes, reprimidas
pela for¢a, nao pararam até agora;
a luta civil juntou-se um Exército
de Libertacao da Siria e o balango
da ONU da conta de mais de 8500
mortos em 12 meses.

Segundo a Sana, a maior parte dos
terroristas em Idlib ja tinham sido
MOrtos € 0s OULros presos. A oposi-
¢ao no local, no entanto, fa de
niicleos de resisténcia e de virios sol-
dados governamentais mortos.

Kofi Annan foi muito criticado pe-

C ia (a militar e a civil,
que estdo associadas) por abrir o di-
alogo com Assad. Na agenda de 24
horas do enviado estava também um
ENcontro com a oposi¢ao, que teve
lugar ao inicio da noite. A mensagem
que iria receber ficara clara antes da
reuniio. “Apoiamos qualquer inicia-
tiva que trave a matanga, mas niao
aceitamos dar a Bashar mais tempo
para aniquilar a revolugio e manter-
se no poder™, disse ontem Melham
al-Droubi, membro da Irmandade
Mugulmana e do Conselho Nacional
Sirio, um dos principais grupos da
0posigao.

Annan chega hoje ao Qatar, um pa-
is da linha dura na Liga Arabe no que
diz respeito a Siria — defende uma
intervenc¢ao armada ONU

se outros pa
de paz na Siri
Ontem, pela primeira vez, o mir
tro dos Negocios Estrangeiros russo,
Serguei Lavrov, abriu uma pequena
fenda no habitual discurso de apoio
a Assad. Num encontro no Cairo
com os membros da Liga, disse que
a Russia nao esta a proteger o regime

Moscovo vetou uma resolucio no
Conselho de Seguranga por preconi-
zar o afastamento de Assad.

Cada vez mais isolado, o Presiden-
te sirio deu ordem aos embaixado-
res na Europa para regressarem a
Damasco. Razio: antecipar-se, evi-
tando uma vaga de expulsoes num
momento em que a Unido Europeia
discute o papel das embaixadas si-
rias no seu territorio.
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o u l d
Afghanistan
be worse off
today if
British
forces had
withdrawn from combat roles in
2010, as this newspaper proposed
on Remembrance Sunday the year
before? This is an unanswerable
question, but if there are reasons
for thinking that the consequences
would have been negative, why
should they be any less so at the
end of 2014, when American and
British forces intend to pull out?

The official answer is that an-
other three years will give time
for the Afghan security forces to
be built up so that they can assume
responsibility. That has been the
official line for the past 10 years -
it has always been claimed that,
in another few years, the Afghans
will be ready to take control of
their own country.

The Independent on Sunday has
reported more than once the
despairing secret assessments of
Afghan capability carried out by
the International Security Assis-
tance Force (Isaf). There has been
no observable progress for years.
There are two possible responses
to this. One is to say, give us more

THEINDEPENDENT ONSUNDAY

2 Derry Street, London W8 SHF
Telephone: 020-7005 2000 Fax: 020-7005 2627
The Independent on the internet: www.independent.co.uk

Enough is enoug

time and we can fix it. That is the
definition of madness: to repeat
actions and to expect a different
result. The alternative response
would be to say, “We are leaving
in a year, you must be as ready as
possible by then.”

It could be argued that only the
setting of a withdrawal date will
concentrate minds. But once that
decision has been made, the date
might as well be in a year’s time.
Little or nothing will be gained by
taking longer over it.

Jim Murphy, Labour’s defence
spokesman, took issue with our
view in these pages last week, say-
ing that he agreed with the
timetable set by the coalition
government, in approximate co-
ordination with Barack Obama’s
administration. “Early withdraw-
al would be as dangerous as a ‘cliff-
edge’ departure, which could
threaten the nation’s fragile for-
tunes,” he wrote. But what we pro-
posed was neitherearly - Isafhas
been in Afghanistan for a decade
now - nor sudden.

A more substantial criticism
might be that a unilateral British
pull-out would undermine our
American partners. After all, we
have 9,500 troops there, while the

consideration, but neither should
it be the determinant of British
foreign policy.

This newspaper is not opposed
to the use of British military force
in a just cause. We supported the
limited intervention in Libya last
year. Again, nothing is certain, but
it averted a bloodbath that Gaddafi
had threatened in explicit terms
and, whatever difficulties that
country may now be going
through, the Libyans are more the
authors of their destiny than the
unfortunate Iraqis ever were.

We should, however, be clear
about the conditions in which
intervention is justified. At the
moment, those conditions are not
unambiguously satisfied in Syria,
horrible though the war might be
that Bashar al-Assad is fighting
against his own people. No one has
yetcome up with aplan for no-fly
zones or arming the opposition
that offers any certainty of protect-
ing more people than it would
harm. But we agree with Senator
John McCain about this much: that
Nato countries should be planning
for military contingencies.

Although our mission in
Afghanistan did not fit into the
emerging doctrine of liberal

US has 90,000. Thisisnotatrivial | intervention - it was not to avert
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a humanitarian emergency - we
supported it in the early phase, to
require the Taliban to comply with
international law by surrendering
the perpetrators of 9/11. For noble
but misguided reasons, the mis-
sion then crept, quite quickly,
towards the construction of a new
country. But, as Mr Murphy wrote
last week, it should never have
been “about nation-building, but
about preventing Afghanistan from
again becoming an incubator for
extremism”. That objective was
achieved early on, and the country
appeared unlikely to fall again
under the sway of the Taliban.
Paradoxically, it is the presence of
foreign troops in Afghanistan that
now gives the Taliban more power
and coherence.

Perfect conditions for withdraw-
al are never going to be achieved
in Afghanistan, any more than they
were in Irag. And we have long
since passed the moment when
the benefits of staying longer out-
weigh the costs.

Since November 2010, when the
IoS wanted the last British com-
bat troops to be withdrawn, 61
British soldiers have lost their lives,
including six in the explosion last
week. The sooner we say, “Enough
is enough”, the better.
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Syrian ‘oppesition activists have
set-up-ahetwork of clandestine
escape routes for those fleeing
the brutality and retribution

of the Assad regime. Foreign
Editor David Pratt is one of
only a few journalists to have
accompanied them on an
undercover night operation.
Photographs: David Rose
Cover photograph: Timo Vogt
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E rickety little rowing
at slipped silently across
the water, silhouetted in
the moonlight. Freedom
and safety for those on
board was now almost
within reach. Behind them
lay the hell of weeks on the run, dodging
army patrols, snipers, landmines and the
dreaded “ghost gangs” - “shabiha” in
Arabic -~ who kidnap, torture and kill at
the Syrian regime's behest.

In a setting reminiscent of some
Second World War French resistance
mission, we had waited for two hours at
an abandoned farmhouse hidden from
view of the Turkish army watchtowers
and Syrian patrols on either side of the
frontier that straddles the Orontes river.

Never was the name of a river more
apt. Deriving from the Arabic for “rebel”
because it flows south to north, unlike
other rivers in the region, the Orontes
has become the conduit across which
Syrian rebels ferry a human stream of
army defectors, traumatised civilians
and the wounded.
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“*Make your way one by one across
that track to the cover of the trees
on the bank,” instructed one of the
opposition activists, Mustafa, pointing
into the darkness as we huddled against
the rain and bitter cold in the shelter of
the farmhouse yard.

Once on the river bank, Syrian soil
lay only yards away - and specks of
light on the road beyond were clearly
visible through the curtain of falling
rain. Soldiers on the move, perhaps? As
we anxiously watched and waited, the
tension grew.

In the darkness, our small group of
Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebel activists
and smugglers spoke only in whispers,
all conscious of how close the opposite
bank was and all too aware of recent
ambushes by Syrian army snipers
deployed along the border in an effort to
close down these escape routes.

From out of the inky blackness the
pre-arranged on-off blink of some car
headlights signalled that the resistance
smugglers on the opposite side had
arrived with their “cargo”.

“Seventeen are coming across
tonight, all are army defectors,” said
Mustafa, as a tiny metal canoe capable
of carrying only two or three at a time
cast off into the river towards us.

As the men stepped on to Turkish soil,
greeted by handshakes and hugs, there
was a palpable sense of relief. Most
had come with nothing more than the
clothes they stood up in or carrying a
few belongings in plastic carrier bags.
After what seemed an interminable wait,
all 17 were safely across and huddled in
the comparative safety of the farmhouse
smoking cigarettes, their lighters
momentarily revealing unshaven faces
etched with anxiety and exhaustion.

As so often happens after the tension
of such an experience beings to melt
away, the men began to offload what
they had witnessed in a flood of vivid,
grotesque snapshots, exposing yet
more secrets of the bloodshed taking
place deep inside Syria.

“| saw houses shelled, a pregnant
woman shot dead by security men, dogs
feeding on bodies,” recalled one.

A younger man described how he had
been on the run for weeks, sleeping in
the snowy mountains and in safe houses
provided by resistance sympathisers
before getting here to Turkey.

“The scariest moment was when | was
moving on foot at night and a helicopter
passed overhead clearly searching for
us,” he told me.

The defectors had come from all
over Syria, but the majority in this
latest exodus were from the country’s
northern Idlib province. This past week,
Syrian troops and tanks have been
massing for an assault on the rebellious
Idlib City, an onslaught activists warn
will result in a siege, atrocities and a
civilian death toll to match that seen
in the recent attack on the Baba Amro
district of Homs.

As the regime’s grip on the north
of the country intensifies, opposition
activists know they will have their work
cut out to cope with the rapid increase
in the clandestine river traffic that will
be sure to follow.

Those on the run from the regime

Main image, top and centre,
the risky operation to bring
17 refugees across the
border from Syria to Turkey
ends in success and relief.
Above, a boy mourns his
father, who was shot by a
Syrian Army sniper in Idlib

who head to Turkey have been forced
to journey further and further north in
an effort to avoid the Syrian forces that
have occupied many villages.

Every day they come, filling refugee
camps in frontier towns such as
Yayladagi, Haci Pasa and Antakya.
Last month alone, according to Turkish
officials, 1500 Syrians crossed the
border, pushing the numbers of refugees
in the region's camps past 11,000, just
short of a high reached last June after
heavy clashes between defectors and
the Syrian Army. And these are only the
official numbers - thousands of others
are believed to have entered the region
without registering with the Turkish
authorities.

All those who come across the
border have one thing in common: the
fearful tales of what they left behind
and the dangers faced on the way out.

“A few nights ago, we brought some
women and kids across, but just before
they arrived at the crossing point one

>3
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‘If you walk along the street in Kebeni you will see dead right now, maybe 40 or 50’

>

of the women stepped on a mine
that blew her left leg off,” said
Mustafa. “You can’t begin to imag-
ine the fear, the state of the children
and the pry ublvm\ we had getting her
over the rive

The courage of the activists
involved in this lifeline network of
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escape routesisincredible, Some are
making the hazardous border cross-
ing almost daily in an effort to bring
in badly needed medical supplies,
treat those wounded inside Syria or
make an ssment of the injured
to determine whether they would
survive a smuggled evacuation.
Many of those involved in helping
the injured are Syrian expatriate

Go Further

doctors who have come from around
the world to offer their services.

One of them, Talal, is a Paris-
based cardiologist who along with
others is trying to establish a medi-
cal infrastructure in advance of
what he believes will be an enor-
mous rise in casualties as northern
cities such as Idlib and Aleppo
become the focus of the
and President Bashar s
efforts to crush it.

“It was very emotional for me to
come here to Turkey stand on the
border and set eyes on the country
I have not visited for 31 yvears,” he
tells me.

As if Talal and his colleagues did
not have enough hazards to contend
with, their efforts to set up a medi-
cal network inside Turkey are made
all the more difficult by the Turki
dlllholl!l( s’ refusal to recognise
m medical qualifications 1
h most of these people are
working as doctors in hospitals in
major European cities.

Talal and his colleagues have
also been busy highlighting the
role played by some pro-regime
doctors inside Syria in the torture
of wounded prisoners.

“Some doctors are making videos
of torture and posting them on
website: Talal. “You see them
Izmghin

'im- this happening but
nd they do it to intimidate on
gime's behalf.”

s it is almost exclusively
doctors belonging to the ruling Alaw-
ite sect, of which Assad himself is
part, who are doing the torturing
but he emphasises nm all Alawites
are like this
out by the ever-increasing number
of those from the Muslim sect who
have decided that enough is enough
and turned their backs on Assad to
join the revolutionar use,

A picture of the extent of torture,
atrocities and human rights abuses
perpetrated by the regime’s security
apparatus is slowly but solidly being
built up from accounts both by those
who have escaped, and, in some
cases, from a few foreign journalists
who have compiled photographs
and eyewitness accounts.

¢ ERMAN photo-
|\ Journalist Timo
Vogt, who recently
spent time in
]‘ Idlib province
with the rebels,
- documented
one sml uumu\ On February 21,
the Syrian army attacked Kureen,
ras among the first villages
s north-west to fall under
opposition control. While some of
Kureen's villagers and rebel activ-
ists managed to flee before the early
morning attack, the majority of the
population were caught in a shelling
barrage that lasted seven hours.
When regime troops finally
stormed the village, they searched
and burnt down houses, looted
shops and cars and executed six
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men. Today’s Sunday Herald front-
page picture is of a man executed by
having his throat cut and was taken
by Vogt around the same time in a
nearby village. Similar accounts can
be heard from almost every refugee
who makes it to Turkey.

Afewd
refugee camp hastily wnmux ted in
the Turkish border town of Yayla-
dagi, I spoke with a 21-year-old man
who only that afternoon had arrived
after walking 15 miles across the
mountains. “Muhammed” told of
how he was wanted by the Syrian
security services, who were search-
ing for him when he fled, and how
his father and brother were already
in prison for political activities
against the regime.

He said on his journey he
witnessed the “slaughter” of civil-
ians in a village called Kebeni, near
the highway between the cities of
Latakia and Aleppo.

At around 6 o’clock in the morn-
ing, helicopters came and fired
machine-guns into the village,
then the soldiers went in,” said
Muhammed, who watched the
attack from the hills nearby but
later went into the village when the
Syrian forces left.

I saw dead; if vou walk along the
street you will see dead right now,
maybe 40 or 50. This was only this
morning,” he told me.

“I recognised many of the people
they had killed, I knew them.”

Even as we spoke, a man nearby,
another refugee, became hysterical
after receiving a call on his mobile
phone telling him that the Shabiha
military gangs - recruited from
sad’s Alawite sect - had arrived
at his own village, Ain Laroz, and
rounded up 50 people, including two
women, who they had taken away to
an uncertain fate.

A recent video made by the
Shabiha and designed to instill
terror recently made its way on to
websites in Syria. In it, a man moves
tho jaw of a bloodied corpse \\nh

s shoe and is heard to say
a ssad and the 4
will forever rule.”

Armed and paid a daily rate of
2000 Syrian pounds (about £
with extra for working on Frid
the weekend day when the lar;
opposition demonstrations have
traditionally taken place, these
paramilitary thugs are increas-
ingly deployed across the country to
do Assad’s bidding, with what one
opposition activist described as “a
licence to kill™.

Yesterday, as Syrian troops
pushed ahead with their assault in
the north, there were more reports
of atrocities, casualties and an
exodus of refugees from Idlib City.

“We know many more peoy
want to come out to Turku,\z but it’s
very dangerous now,” said Mustafa,
the acti smuggler.

But he added: “We will do our best
for anyone who needs help, we free
Syrians must stand together at this
difficult time.”
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L.S. weighs military moves in Syria

SYRIA FROM Al

U.S. officials say their strategy
remains focused on humanitarian
aid and organizing the Syrian op-
position. But hopes are fading
that the opposition will provide a
united front sufficient to merit
international recognition, as hap-
pened in Libya, or that Assad can
be persuaded to vield.

As Syrian forces launched a
new assault Saturday on the
northern region of Idlib, Assad
repeated his insistence that the
vear-long uprising was the work
of outside extremists. No political
dialogue could succeed “as long as
there are armed terrorist groups
operating and spreading chaos
and instability,” Assad told visit-
ing UN. and Arab League envoy
Kofi Annan on Saturday, accord-
ing to Syria’s state news agency.

A UN. statement said that the
talks were “candid and compre-
hensive” and that Annan would
meet with Assad again on Sunday.

At an Arab League meeting in
Cairo, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov insisted that “were
not protecting any regime.” He
said Russia was safeguarding “in-
ternational law” rather than
“looking for a special prize or
geographic interest,” an apparent
dig at those pushing for interven-
tion in a country that has been
Russia’s firmest ally in the Middle
East.

Qatari Prime Minister Hamad
Bin Jasim al-Thani told the Cairo
gathering that “the world’s pa-
tience and our patience has run
out.” The Saudi Arabian foreign
minister, Saud al-Faisal, dis-
missed the prospect of more “hol-
low resolutions and . .. spineless
positions,” al-Jazeera reported
from Cairo.

Risks to region are growing
There iswidespread agreement
that the threat to regional and
international stability increases
with each day that passes, as more
civilians are Killed in ever-more
brutal ways, with no progress
toward a peaceful transition.
“The longer this goes on, the
deeper the sectarian divisions, the
higher the risks of long-term sec-
tarian conflict, the higher the risk
of extremist” involvement, Jeffrey
D. Feltman, the State Depart-
ment’s senior diplomat for the
region, told Congress last week.
At the same Senate hearing,
Gen. James N. Mattis, head of the
U.S. Central Command, known as
Centcom, said that the replace-
ment of Assad with a democratic
governmentwould be “the biggest
strategic setback” in 25 years for
Iran, Assad’s other principal ally.
Although both Qatar and Saudi
Arabia have said they are willing
to arm the rebels, other nations

are concerned about the cohesive-
ness and intentions of the Syrian
opposition.

In broad terms, other options
include establishment of an inter-
nationally protected “safe zone”
along Turkey's 500-mile border
with Syria, where humanitarian
and military aid would be assem-
bled and opposition military forc-
es organized, or a Libya-like air
assault to destroy Syria’s formi-
dable air defenses.

The United States is prepared
to provide communications
equipment and intelligence to an
effortaimed at arming the opposi-
tion, according to U.S. and other
officials from the region, who
agreed to discuss the situation
only on the condition of anonym-
ity.

Only the United States is seen
as capable of organizing and sus-
taining the most extreme alterna-
tive: establishment of a no-fly
zone or direct air protection. U.S.
defense officials have said it
would take weeks to prepare for
any such move, and additional
weeks to execute it. Large num-
bers of aircraft and personnel
would need to be moved from
other areas of operation.

In hearings last week, some
lawmakers, led by Sen. John Me-
Cain (R-Ariz.), insisted the admin-
istration had a moral duty to use
whatever means necessary to stop
the Syrian slaughter.

Gen. Martin E. Dempsey, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
said preliminary estimates of
what a U.S. military role would
require had already been made
under President Obama’s direc-
tion, although no decision had
been reached to begin developing
detailed military options.

But “we would have to have
some legal basis,” Dempsey said,
either “the consent of a nation, in
our national self-defense, or with
an UNSCR,” a U.N. Security Coun-
cil resolution.

Defense Secretary Leon E. Pa-
netta’s reference to obtaining “in-
ternational permission,” made in
a Senate hearing Thursday, raised
some ireamong Republicans. Sen.
Jeff Sessions (R-Ala.) said he was
“breathless” at the idea that the
United States would ask outsiders
— rather than Congress — for
permission to deploy its military
forces.

But even if the administration
determined that the situation was
a direct threat to US. national
security, officials say, it believes
international participation is
both prudent and necessary.

Turkey, whose role would be
Key in any intervention, from safe
zones to no-fly zones, has been the
most skKittish about the legal
grounds. Even a “humanitarian
corridor” to deliver aid to be-

sieged Syrians would require
some kind of outside military in-
volvement, a senior administra-
tion official said.

“After Srebrenica, nobody is go-
ing to want a humanitarian corri-
dor unless there are the means
and authority to protect it” the
official said, referring to the 1995
massacre of Bosnian Muslims in a
supposedly “safe area” under U.N.
protection.

A Security Council resolution is
the gold standard for any inter-
vention. But international law-
vers have been reviewing other
options. When Russia vetoed Se-
curity Council resolutions during
the Korean War, the U.N. General
Assembly determined it could cir-
cumvent a deadlocked council by
a two-thirds vote.

NATO intervened without UN.
authorization in bombing Serbia
during the 1999 Kosovo war, a
conflict that pro-intervention
lawmakers have cited as a tem-
plate. Panetta said last week that
he thought NATO should take up
the Syria issue, but on Saturday, a
senior NATO official said that is
unlikely to happen.

Following a meeting Thursday
with Tunisian President Moncef
Marzouki, Turkish President Ab-
dullah Gul said his government
was opposed to any intervention
“from outside the region.” Mar-
zouki said Tunisia would be will-
ing to send forces to Syria as part
of an Arab peacekeeping force,

If all else fails, Turkey has indi-
cated it might be willing to accept
an agreement by the newly
formed international Friends of
Syria group, which first met in
Tunis two weeks ago. The group,
which includes Arabs, Europeans
and the United States, is due to
hold its next gathering in Istanbul
in late March or early April.

Unity might not be enough

But even international unity,
another senior diplomat from the
region said, may not be enough in
the absence of opposition unity
inside Syria.

Days after the Syrian National
Council was recognized in Tunis
as “a” legitimate representative of
the opposition, the group frac-
tured. Haitham al-Maleh, a for-
mer judge who was held for years
in Assad’s prisons, and 20 other
council members declared the op-
position council too weak and too
dominated by exiles, and broke off
to form their own organization.

When SNC President Burhan
Ghalioun later announced the for-
mation of a defense ministry toset
strategy for the Free Syrian Army,
opposition armed forces said they
would decide their own strategy
and leadership.

deyoungk@washpaost.com
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Syrian leader
isn't ready for
negotiations

Opposition, too, says
talks would be fruitless
amid deadly crackdown

BEIRUT — Syria launched
a long-anticipated assault to
crush the opposition in the re-
bellious north on Saturday,
bombarding its main city with
tank rounds from all sides and
clashing with rebel fighters
struggling to hold back aninva-
sion.

President Bashar Assad re-

jected any immediate negotia-

tions with the opposition, strik-
ing a further blow to already
staggering international efforts
for talks to end to the conflict.
Assad told U.N. envoy Kofi An-
nan that a political solution is
impossible as long as “terrorist
groups” threaten the country.

The opposition’s political
leadership has also rejected di-
alogue, saying that talk is im-
possible after a yearlong crack-
down that the UN. estimates
hasKkilled more than 7,500 peo-
ple.

Syrian forces have been
building up for days around
Idlib, the capital of a hilly, agri-
cultural province along the Syr-
ia-Turkey border that has been
a hotbed of protests against
Assad’s government.

Saturday morning, troops
blasted Idlib for hours with
dozens of tank rounds as the
forces moved to encircle the
town. Many families fled, car-
rving blankets and other mea-
ger belongings. Others hud-
dled in homes.

Rebel  fighters  rushed
through Idlibs streets, taking
cover behind walls to fire on the
attackers with automatic weap-
ons. Trucks sped wounded
fighters to ¢linics, and men on
one street destroyed speed
bumps with shovels so ambu-
lances could drive faster. Many
low-level soldiers in the area
have joined the opposition and

INTHE KNOW
Intelligence reports

Recent U.S. intelligence reports
suggest that President Bashar
Assad still has the support ofa
formidable army thatis unlikely
to turnon him, a loyal inner
circle,and the eliteclass. The
assessmenthintedata
continuing campaign lasting
several months, if not longer,
with many more Syriansdying.
Qver time, worsening economic
conditions could threaten
Assad’s hold on power, but no
mass protests over food or fuel
shortages have broken out, and
therehasn’tbeenany
discernible slowing in military
activity because of alack of
supplies, three senior
intelligence officials said Friday.
The Associated Press

an Army.

Many fear that the offensive
in Idlib could end up like the
government’s campaign
against a rebel-held neighbor-
hood in the central city of
Homs. Troops besieged and
shelled the neighborhood, Ba-
ba Amr, for weeks before cap-
turing it on March 1. Activists
say hundreds were killed, and a
U.N. official who visited the ar-
ea this week said she was “hor-
rified” by the destruction in the
district, now virtually deserted.

Late Saturday, Idlib activist
Fadi al-Yassin said the army
had closed off the city’s main ex-
its, making it harder for civil-
iansto flee.

Al-Yassin estimated that the
city has as many as 1,000 fight-
ers, but most have only light
armsand are shortonammuni-
tion.

Western powers have said
they will not intervene militari-
ly in Syria as they did last year
against Moammar Gadhafi in
Libya. Top officials in Saudi
Arabia and Qatar have spoken
positively of the idea of arming
the rebels but have not an-
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Annan
presses
Assad to
end Syrian
turmoil

PATRICK J. MCDONNELL
REPORTING FROM BEIRUT

A high-level peace envoy
urged Syrian President
Bashar Assad to take “con-
crete steps” to end the tur-
moilin his nation, the United
Nations said Saturday, but a
reported offensive against
rebels in the country’s rug-
ged northwest highlighted
the ferocity of the violence
almost a year after the coun-
try’s uprising began.

Former U.N. Secretary-
General Kofi Annan met
with Assad in Damascus,
the Syrian capital, in abid to
head off what U.S. and other
officials fear could become a
full-fledged civil war in Syria,
where protesters and insur-
gents demanding Assad’s
ouster have been battling se-
curity forces.

The veteran Ghanaian
diplomat, representing both
the UN. and the Arab
League, faced a daunting
task: reaching a deal to curb
the violence and jump-start
negotiations between two
sides that refuse to speak
with each other.

Annan expressed “grave
concern” during “candid”
and “comprehensive” talks
with the Syrian president,
the U.N. said in a statement.
The special envoy “put for-
ward several proposals to
stop the violence and the
Killing, give access for hu-
manitarian agencies ... re-
lease detainees, and start an
inclusive political dialogue
to address the legitimate as-
pirations and concerns ol
the people,”the U.N. said

While in Damascus, the
U.N. said, Annan also met
with opposition leaders and
“young activists,” as well as
with prominent members of
the business community.

Annan is expected to
meet again with Assad on
Sunday before leaving Syria
for Doha, Qatar.

Even as Annan and

g1
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-
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SPECIAL ENVOY to Syria Kofi Annan, left, and
Syrian President Bashar Assad meet in Damascus.

Assad spoKe, opposition ac-
tivists reported that govern-
ment tanks and artillery
were attacking rebel strong-
holds in the northwest prov-
ince of Idlib, near the Turk-
ish border.

InIdlib city, the majorur-
ban center, the opposition
reported that tanks posted
on the outskirts were firing
into populated areas, espe-
cially the Shamali neighbor-
hood, a protest hub. The re-
port could not be verified;
both sides in the Syrian up-
rising have provided mis-
leading versions ol events.

“They are trying to do
what they did in Baba Amr,”
said an Idlib opposition
leader who identified him-
sell by his nom de guerre,
Ahmad Zidan, contacted via
the SKype communications
system. He was referring to
the bombardment last
month of a former rebel en-
clave in the central city of
Homs, which was overrun by
government forces March 1
after weeks of shelling, ac-
cording to the opposition.

At least 29 people were
Killed and hundreds wound-
ed Saturday in Idlib city and
the nearby village ol Bin-
nish, Zidan said.

Residents of Idlib city
had been expecting the on-
slaught for days and were
taking shelter in basements
and mosques, said a Syrian
doctor who was in touch
with family members there.

Annan’s peace plan pro-
posals were said to include a
cease-lire, humanitarian aid
delivery, areturn of troopsto
their barracks and the start
of a dialogue between Assad
and the opposition. The
chances ol accomplishing
any of those goals remained
unclear.

The government press
agency issued a statement

from Assad saying dialogue
could not succeed “aslongas
there are armed terrorist
groups that are working to
spread chaos and destabi-
lize the country.”

That would seem to rule
out talks with the rebels,
whom the Syrian govern-
ment has described as for-
eign-backed terrorists. LiKe-
wise, opposition groups
have said they would not
speak with Assad, whom
they brand a war criminal.

Annan’s mission has the
backing of Syria’s major
international ally, Russia,
which last month joined
with China in vetoing a U.N.
Security Council resolution
that would have called on
Assad torelinquish power.

Russia’s defense of Assad
has led to strained relations
with many nations, includ-
ing the United States and
various Arab countries,
where Moscow has been
publicly excoriated.

In a bid to improve its re-
gional standing, Russia on
Saturday presented a “five-
point” Syrian peace plan to
the Arab League in Cairo.

Saudi Arabia and Qatar,
which have called for inter-
national arming of Syria’s
rebels, took issue with Rus-
sia’s perceived defense of
Assad. Qatar’s prime minis-
ter, Sheik Hamad bin Jassim
al Thani, accused Assad of
“systematic genocide” and
called for Arab and interna-
tional troops to be dis-
patched to Syria.

“We must send a message
tothe Syrianregime that the
world’s patience and our pa-
tience has run out,” he said.

patrick.medonnell
(@latimes.com

A Times stafl writer in
Beirut contributed to this
report.
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Arabs urge Russia to back Syria peace plan
Lavrov: No one side can be blamed for the violence

* By YASMINE SALEH
and EDMUND BLAIR

Cairo (Reuters) - Gulf Arabs
told Russia in blunt language
on Saturday its failure to take
a tough line on Syria had
allowed Kkilling to continue
and urged Moscow to back an
Arab peace effort that includes
a call for Russian ally Presi-
dent Bashar Assad to step
aside.

Qatar, which with Saudi
Arabia has led efforts to isolate
Assad, also told Arab ministers
in Cairo and the Russian for-
eign minister who joined
them, it was time to recognize
the exiled Syrian National
Council as Syria’s legitimate
representative.

Arabs and Western states
have until now held off from
such a step, in part because
diplomats have said the group
has not always shown a unit-
ed front and it was not clear
whether it could command
the support of protesters on
the streets of Syria.

Sergei Lavrov, addressing
the meeting at the Arab
League headquarters in Cairo,
gave no indication that
Moscow’s position had shift-
ed. He told Arabs that Russia
was not protecting Assad but
said no one side could be
blamed for the violence.

“We must send a message to
the Syrian regime that the
world’s patience and our
patience has run out, as has
the time for silence about its
practices,” Qatari Prime Min-
ister Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim
al-Thani said in an opening
address.

Arabs, particularly Gulf
states that are broadly
opposed to Syria’s alliance
with their regional rival Iran,
were frustrated by Russia’s
veto of a UN Security Council
resolution based on an Arab
peace plan. China also vetoed
it.

The plan called for ending
violence and for Assad to
hand powers to a deputy so
talks with the opposition
could start.

Moscow and Beijing have,
however, backed a Security
Council resolution expressing
“deep disappointment” at
Syria’s failure to allow the UN
humanitarian aid chief to visit
Syria.

“We must stop issuing hol-
low resolutions and taking
spineless positions,” Saudi
Foreign Minister Prince Saud
al-Faisal said in a speech
addressing Arab ministers and
Lavrov, who stayed on the
auditorium  podium  after
addressing ministers.

“The position of those coun-
tries which thwarted the UN
Security Council resolution
and voted against the resolu-
tion of the General Assembly
gave the Syrian regime a
license to extend its brutal
practices against the Syrian
people,” he added.

Russia and the Arab minis-
ters said they agreed on five
points in Cairo, namely the
need to end violence “from
any source,” the need for
unbiased monitoring, opposi-
tion to foreign intervention,
delivering humanitarian aid
and supporting the UN-Arab
League envoy on Syria, Kofi

Annan.

Syrian opposition official
Abdel Baset Seda told Reuters
the points in the joint state-
ment would not resolve the
Crisis.

“The only way for the Syrian
crisis to end is by a full imple-
mentation of the Arab peace
plan that includes the call on
Bashar Assad to hand over
powers,” he said from Turkey
where he was attending a
meeting of the Syrian opposi-
tion. After the Security Coun-
cil resolution condemning the
Syrian authorities was vetoed,
the UN General Assembly
voted to back a similar deci-
sion. But such steps are not
binding.

Lavrov told ministers Russia
“is not protecting any regime.
The most urgent task is to end
all violence.”

He also said Russia was stick-
ing to its principle of not
interfering in the internal
affairs of other countries.

Moscow, a long-standing
ally of Damascus and its main
arms supplier, has vetoed two
UN resolutions, saying they
were biased. It says both the
government and rebels should
be blamed for the violence
that has killed thousands of
people.

Responding  to  Lavrov,
Qatar’s minister said a cease-fire
was not enough and that those
responsible for violence should
be held to account. He also said
the media and aid must be
allowed into Syria and prison-
ers detained in the protests
should be freed, listing points
laid out in the Arab plan.

Sheikh Hamad also indicat-

SYRIANS PROTEST against President Bashar Assad in Daria, near Damascus, on Friday. (Reuters)

ed the rebels’ actions could
not be equated with that of
the authorities.

“There are no armed gangs,
the systematic killing came
from the Syrian government
side for many months. After
that the people were forced to
defend themselves so the
regime labeled them armed
gangs,” the Qatari said.

Both Qatar and Saudi Arabia
have called for arming the
rebels so they can defend
themselves against Syrian
troops, tanks and heavy
weapons. Some other Arabs
have been wary such a step
will plunge Syria into a full-
scale civil war.

In a fresh move to pressure
Syria, Sheikh Hamad said:
“Here we call for the recogni-
tion of the Syrian National
Council as the Syrian people’s
legitimate representative.”

He urged Assad’s opponents
to “rise above their differences
and merge into one voice that
expresses the aspirations of
their people so that they can
face the tyranny of the
regime.”

Although Qatar discussed
recognition with Arab minis-
ters charged with following
the Syrian crisis, an Arab
League source said the issue
would continue to be dis-
cussed and “there has been no
agreement on the issue”
among the Arab ministers.

“The time has come to go by
the suggestion calling for
Arab-international forces to
be sent to Syria,” Sheikh
Hamad said, which an Arab
League official said was a ref-
erence to the League’s earlier
call for a UN-Arab peacekeep-
ing force.

Russia and China have so far
shielded Damascus from its
Western and Arab critics, A
new UN Security Council res-
olution has been drawn up by
the United States and is under
discussion.

Lavrov told ministers there
was a “chance” that agree-
ment on the resolution could
reached if all parties were
guided by a wish to end fight-
ing rather than “the desire to
support the opposition armed
groups to win the battle in the
cities.”

Arab League chief Nabil
Elaraby said discussions were
also ongoing with China to
press Beijing to change tack
on Syria.

The Arab ministers were also
expected to discuss Israeli air
strikes that killed 10 terrorists
in the Gaza Strip on Friday.
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Time to sit down with

the Russians
HE announcement
‘. =
v ~

made by the

Russian ~ Foreign

Minister and his

Qatari counterpart,
i during a joint-press conference
in Cairo yesterday, that Russia
and the Arab League have
agreed to 5 provisions to settle
the Syrian crisis, including the
Arab League’s (previous) deci-
sions — which includes calling on Bashar Assad to leave power
— cannot be viewed as a reversal of the Russian position, so much
as an important breakthrough.

The Russian Bear did not come round all the way, but is in the
process of doing so. This is something — in addition to what hap-
pened yesterday in Cairo — that indicates that Moscow may play
the same role in Syria that Riyadh played in Sanaa to secure the
exit of Ali Abdullah Saleh under international cover. Yesterday’s
meeting in Cairo saw Saudi Arabia and Qatar clashing with the
Russian foreign minister, as both Prince Saud Al-Faisal and Sheikh
Hamad bin Jassim confronted their Russian counterpart, defending
the Syrian opposition, and reminding him of the history of the
region, and the role his country has played in it. For his part,
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov also used history to defend
his country stressing that Moscow never colonized our countries;
however Russia’s defense of Assad is worse than colonialism! Does
this mean we have reached the end of the road? Of course not.

The importance of the Arab League — Russian agreement on
these five points can be seen in what was said following the
announcement of this; Lavrov announced that this agreement
includes “stopping violence from any source, unbiased monitoring of
the situation, opposition to foreign intervention, unhindered human-

Tarig Alhomayed

itarian access to Syria and support of the efforts of the UN — Arab
League envoy on Syria, Kofi Annan, based on the framework put
forward by the UN and the Arab League.” However Sheikh Hamad
then said — and this is most important — that he wanted confirma-
tion that “the references that Kofi Annan will adopt are the UN
General Assembly resolution issued on Feb. 16, the Arab States’ Action
Plan adopted on Nov. 2, 2011, and the Arab League resolutions
adopted on Jan. 22 and Feb. 12, 2012.” All of this means the departure
of the tyrant of Damascus from power, however the question is: How
will this be achieved? For even if this issue is brought once again
before the UN Security Council, after the Russians yesterday accepted
what they previously rejected and vetoed, how can this be achieved
when the Arab League-Russian agreement stresses that there is to be
no foreign intervention in Syria?

It is clear that we are returning today to what I previously wrote
a few days ago, namely that Washington believes that Moscow is
capable of securing the departure of Assad, according to the Yemen
model, particularly as I have received information about a conver-
sation that took place between the Russians and an Arab officials
not long ago on Syria, during which the Russians acknowledged
that Assad’s fall is inevitable, and they are indifferent to this, but
they oppose the complete collapse of the regime!

Therefore, wisdom dictates that the time has come to sit down
with the Russians, face-to-face, not via statements or group meet-
ings; for Russia has interests that it must take into account, as do
the Arabs, most importantly stopping the crimes that are being
committed against the Syrian people, and securing the departure of
Assad!

Therefore, we must sit down with the Russians, sooner rather
than later.

— The author is editor in chief of Asharg Al-Awsat.
Write to him at tarig @asharqalawsat.com
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UN veto gave Syria
license to kill: Saud

‘We must stop issuing hollow resolutions and taking spineless positions’

CAIRO - Saudi Arabia’s Foreign
Minister Prince Saud Al-Faisal said
n his address Saturday to Arab and
Russian foreign ministers meeting
on Syria that the veto of a UN Se-
curity Council resolution that con-
demmed the Syrian government had
allowed violence to continue.

“We must move fast and sen-
ously to give the Syrian people a
glimmer of hope to end theur or-
deal. We must stop issuing hollow
resolutions and taking spineless
positions.” Prince Saud said in his
speech at the Arab mimsterial meet
ing that was attended by Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov.

“The position of those coun
tres which thwarted the UN Secu-
rity Council resolution and voted
against the resolution of the General
Assembly gave the Syrian regime a
license to extend its brutal practices
against the Syrian people.” said
Prince Saud.

He also said he hoped Russia
would “support the decisions of
the Arab League’s council regard-
ing solving the situation in Syria,”
a reference to an Arab initiative
that includes calling for President
Bashar Al-Assad to step aside.

“We see in the presence of Ser
gel Lavrov a sign which indicates
Russia’s attention to the situation
in Syria. We welcome him in our
meeting but we hope that this atten
tion will be interpreted in a way that
reminds us of the supporting stance
of Russia to the Arab issues which
has always been appreciated by our
nations. We believe that this can be
done by supporting decisions of the
Arab League related to the tackling
of Syrian issues.” Prince Saud said.

“We should open all the chan-
nels of contacts with representa
tives of the Synan opposition and
provide all support to it so that it
can tackle the situation. Most 1m-
portant of all, we should guarantee
the dispatch of urgent humamtarian
aid to the affected people besides
mviting and urging all international
humanitarian agencies and organi-
zations to contribute to this aid,” he
said.

Other Arab foreign ministers
also told Russia in blunt language

Arab and Russian foreign min-
isters called for an end to the
violence in Syria “whatever its
source.”

Reading out a joint state-
ment, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov and Qatari For-

eign Minister Sheikh Hamad Bin

Jassim Al-Thani said they also
agreed on setting up a mecha-

nism for “objective monitoring”

in the country and had agreed
on no foreign intervention
there.

They also called for “unhin-

dered humanitarian access” in
Syria and support for the mis-
sion to Damascus of UN-Arab
League envoy Kofi Annan.
They said the five-point
statement was based on the
General Assembly resolution
passed on February 16 and on
previous Arab resolutions.

The 5-point formula

“l‘

Prince Saud Al-Faisal, Minister of Foreign Affairs, attends the Arab League foreign ministers meeting on Syria at the
League's headquarters in Cairo, Saturday. — Reuters

its failure to take a tough line on
Syria had allowed killing to con-
tinue and urged Moscow to back an
Arab peace effort.

Qatar told Arab ministers it was
time to recogmize the exiled Syr
1an National Council as Synia’s le-
gitimate representative. “"We must
send a message to the Syran re
gime that the world’s patience and
our patience has run out, as has the
time for silence about its practices,”
Qatar1  Foreign Minister Sheikh

Hamad Bin Jassim Al-Thani said in
an opening address.

Sheikh Hamad also indicated
the rebels’” actions could not be
equated with that of the authorities.

Russian Foreign Minister Ser
gei Lavrov told reporters after the
meeting at the Arab League head-
quarters that he and his Arab coun
terparts want “an end to the vio-
lence whatever its source.”

Reading out a joint statement,
Lavrov and Qatari Foreign Minister
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Sheikh Hamad said they also agreed
on setting up a mechanism for “ob-
jective monitoring” in the conflict
stricken country, and had agreed on
no foreign intervention there.

They also called for “unhin
dered humanitanian access” in Syria
and support for the mission of UN-
Arab League envoy Kofi Annan to
Damascus. They said the five-point
statement was based on the Gen
eral Assembly resolution passed on
February 16. - Agencies
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The US and the Syrian crisis

BY ABDULMONEM MOSTAFA
Al-Madina Newspaper

HE American policy on

the Middle East has not

changed for over 50 years.

It focuses on the stabil-
ity of the flow of oil, Israeli secu-
rity and political Islam following the
September 11 terrorist attacks in the
US. Anyone attempting to under-
stand American behavior toward the
Middle East should focus on these
three factors: Oil, Israel and politi-
cal Islam.

The Iranian issue has these three
elements. However, I am not going
to talk about Iran here but mainly
about the Syrian crisis, the possible
solutions and the American position
on the crisis. Of course, I have to
mention Iran because the Syrian and

Iranian issues are inseparable.

The strategic alliance between
Damascus and Tehran concerns the
US as this poses a threat to its oil
interests. The Syrian crisis and the
relationship between the Syrian re-
gime and Hezbollah in Lebanon is
a threat to Israel while the relations
between Syria, Hezbollah and terror
groups like Al-Qaeda affect US pol-
icy, particularly when one considers
that Syrian Islamists may come to
power if the regime of Bashar Al-
Assad falls.

Moreover, the security relations
between Syria, Moscow and Teh-
ran are a threat to US interests. That
makes the Syrian crisis one of the
most important issues which Presi-
dent Obama should deal with at the
moment. But what can the Obama
administration do? What should it
avoid? What can Arabs do to influ-
ence US decisions?

The United States, as a super-
power, can, theoretically, achieve
what it wants. But any effort to in-
fluence US policy should focus on
the motivation of threats. While
some Arab nations were trying to
motivate the US and Europe to put
the Syrian people at the top of their
agenda, Benjamin Netanyahu was
in the White House persuading the
Oval Office to put the Iranian file on
top of other files. Netanyahu, who
appeared on several US talk shows,
said Israel might attack Iran which
would drag Washington into the war
unless the US itself decides to attack

Iran.

In a nutshell, the Iranian issue
has affected Washington’s plan for
Syria despite the statement by the
US Secretary of State that Ameri-
ca has supported the UN Security
Council resolution denouncing Al-
Assad’s atrocities in Syria. Russia
and China, which vetoed the resolu-
tion, are making their own plans to
advance their own interests in Syria
and in the Middle East.

At the moment, Washington is
trying to avoid any direct involve-
ment in a military conflict which
might result in the emergence of po-
litical Islamists or drag the US into
another protracted war as happened
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The Syrian crisis and the Ameri-
can concern about Iranian nuclear
weapons might enable Arab diplo-
mats to persuade the US to adopt a
firm and definite position on the Syr-
1an crisis. Probably, Arabs can con-
vince President Obama that toppling
Al-Assad’s regime is the best way
to pressure Iran to stop its nuclear
program.

Launching air attacks on the Syi-
1an regime will reduce its ability to
support Tehran and reduce its mili-
tary capability to fight the rebels.
Supporting the Syrian revolt is less
costly than waging an all-out war
against Iran and more effective in
stopping Tehran’s nuclear program,
which almost all countries believe
1s clandestinely aimed at making
nuclear weapons.
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League tells Russia
to back Syria plan

CAIRO — Gulf Arabs told
Russia yesterday its failure to
take a tough line on Syna had
allowed killing to continue
and urged Moscow to back an
Arab peace effort that includes
a call for President Bashar al
Assad to step aside.

Qatar also told Arab minis-
ters in Cairo and the Russian
foreign minister who joined
them, it was time to recognise
the exiled Syrman National
Council as Syna’s legitimate
representative.

Sergei Lavrov, address-
ing the meeting at the Arab
League headquarters in Cairo.
gave no indication that Mos-
cow’s position had shifted. He
told Arabs that Russia was not
protecting Assad but said no
one side could be blamed for
the violence.

“We must send a message
to the Synian govemnment that
the world’s patience and our
patience has run out. as has the
time for silence about its prac-
tices,” Qatar1 Prime Minister
Shaikh Hamad bin Jassim al
Thani said in an opening ad-
dress.

“We must stop 1ssuing hol-
low resolutions and taking
spineless positions,” Saudi
Foreign Minister Prince Saud
al Faisal said 1n a speech ad-
dressing Arab ministers and
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Lavrov, who stayed on the
auditorium podium after ad-
dressing ministers.

“The position of those
countries which thwarted the
UN Securnity Council reso-
lution and voted against the
resolution of the General As-
sembly gave the Syrian gov-
ernment a licence to extend
its practices against the Syrian
people.” the Saudi said.

Russia and Arabs said they
agreed on five points in Cairo,
namely the need to end vio-
lence “from any source”, the
need for unbiased monitoring,
opposition to foreign interven-
tion, delivering humanitarian
aid and supporting the UN-
Arab League envoy on Syna,
Kofi Annan.

Lavrov told ministers Rus-
sia “1is not protecting any gov-
emnment. The most urgent task
1s to end all violence.” He also
said Russia was sticking to
its principle of not interfering
in the internal affairs of other
countries.

Responding to Lavrov,
Qatar’s minister said a cease-
fire was not enough and said
those responsible for violence
should be held to account. He
also said the media and aid
must be allowed into Syna
and prisoners detained in the
protests should be freed. list-

ing points laid out in the Arab
plan.

Shaikh Hamad also indi-
cated the dissidents’ actions
could not be equated with that
of the authorities.

“There are no armed gangs.
the systematic killing came
from the Syman government
side for many months. After
that the people were forced
to defend themselves so the
regime labelled them armed
gangs.” the Qatar1 said.

Both Qatar and Saudi Ara-
bia have called for arming the
dissidents so they can defend
themselves against Synan
troops, tanks and heavy weap-
ons. Some other Arabs have
been wary such a step will
plunge Syria into a full-scale
civil war.

In what appeared to be a
fresh move to pressure Syma,
Shaikh Hamad said: “Here we
call for the recognition of the
Synan National Council as the
Syrian people’s legitimate rep-
resentative.”

He urged Assad’s oppo-
nents to “rise above their dif-
ferences and merge into one
voice that expresses the aspi-
rations of their people so that
they can face the tyranny of
the regime.”

“The time has come to go
by the suggestion calling for

Arab international forces to be
sent to Syria,” Shaikh Hamad
said, which an Arab League
official said was a reference to
the League’s earlier call for a
UN-Arab peacekeeping force.

Meanwhile, Al Assad told
Annan yesterday that no po-
litical solution was possible in
Syria while “terrorist” groups
were destabilising the country.

“Syra 1s ready to make a
success of any honest effort to
find a solution for the events
it 1s witnessing,” state news
agency Sana quoted Assad as
telling his guest.

“No political dialogue or
political activity can succeed
while there are armed terronist
groups operating and spread-
ing chaos and nstability,” the
Syrian leader said after about
two hours of talks with the
former UN secretary-general.

While they discussed An-
nan’s peace mission, Syr-
1an troops were assaulting the
northwestern city of Idlib. a
dissident bastion.

“Synian forces have just
stormed into Idlib with tanks
and heavy shelling is now
taking place,” said an activist
contacted by telephone.

Annan also planned to
meet Synan dissidents before
leaving Damascus today.

— Reuters
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Fleeing the fighting
Families flee fierce fighting between the rebel Free Syrian Army fighters and government troops in Idlib,
north Syria, yesterday.

Annan fails to persuade Al Assad

Syrian president sees no political solution as Qatar says it is time to send international troops

Dubai (Agencies) Syrian
President Bashar Al Assad
told UN-Arab League en-
voy Kofi Annan yesterday
that no political solution
was possible in Syria while
“terrorist” groups were
destabilising the country.
“Syria is ready to make a
success of any honest effort
to find a solution for the
events it is witnessing,” state
news agency Sana quoted Al
Assad as telling his guest.
“No political dialogue or
political activity can suc-
ceed while there are ter-
rorist groups operating and

spreading chaos and insta-
bility” Al Assad told Annan.

Qatari Foreign Minister
Shaikh Hamad Bin Jasem
Bin Jabr Al Thani Arab for-
eign ministers in Cairo that
it was time to send Arab
and foreign troops.

“The time has come to
apply the proposal to send
Arab and international
troops to Syria,” Shaikh
Hamad said. Qatar also
told Arab ministers it was
time to recognise the Syr-
ian National Council as the
legitimate representative.

Later Gulf ministers told

Russia that its failure to
take a tough line had al-
lowed killings to continue
and urged Moscow to back
an Arab peace effort that
includes a call for Al Assad
to step aside.
62 more killed

Sergei Lavrov said Russia
was not protecting Al Assad
but said no one side could
be blamed for the violence.

“We must stop issuing
hollow resolutions and tak-
ing spineless positions,”
Saudi Foreign Minister
Prince Saud Al Faisal said

in a speech addressing Ar-
ab ministers and Lavrov.

“The position of the coun-
tries which thwarted the
UN Security Council reso-
lution and voted against the
resolution of the General
Assembly gave the Syrian
regime a licence to extend
its brutal practices against
the people,” he added.

At least 62 persons, mostly
soldiers and rebels, were
killed in violence across the
country yesterday, with Idlib
province bearing the brunt
of armed forces’ assault.

See also Page 13
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Syrian responsibility

The world must explore modest R2P steps to halt killings in Syria

WORLD VIEW

Bennett Ramberg

he world appears unable to do

more than wring its hands as

the brutalities continue in

Syria. Published accounts es-

timate more than 9,000 peo-
ple have fallen in the Syrian unrest. One
question that emerges is whether the
global community is complicit by failing
to stop the mayhem.

The Russian and Chinese opposition
to UN Security Council action suggests
as much, but opponents of the Syria re-
gime still have options based on a broad
interpretation of R2P. Rwanda and Bos-
nia instigated a new era and raised ques-
tions whether international intervention
should transcend the customary law
codified by the United Nations’ Article 2
that “Nothing contained in the present
Charter shall authorise the United Na-
tions to intervene in matters which are
essentially within the domestic jurisdic-
tion of any state...”

In 2005, the global community agreed
that the time for change had arrived. The

World Summit - the largest gathering of
leaders in history at a plenary meeting of

the UN General Assembly -endorsed the
Canadian-sponsored Responsibility to
Protect initiative that called upon the in-
ternational community to use diplomatic,
humanitarian and, through the Security
Council, collective action - namely, force
- to protect populations from “genocide,
war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes
against humanity.”

Libya marked the first test, and the
international community stepped up.
The Arab League led, calling for a no-
fly zone to protect the country’s rebel-
ling population. Given the nod by the
Security Council, the International
Criminal Court indicted Gaddafi for
crimes against humanity. The council
then endorsed military action calling
attention to the regime’s “gross and sys-
tematic violation of human rights,” and
“widespread and systemic attacks” that
amounted to “crimes against humani-
ty.” The seven-month war that followed
translated words to action. Many won-
dered if the principle could survive the
test of time,

The world did not have to wait long.
While attention focused on Libya, unrest
in Syria boiled over into demonstrations
that threatened to topple the Assad re-
gime. The government responded with
increasing force. As in Libya, the Arab
League took the lead to push back. It sus-
pended Syria from the body, prohibited
travel of designated Syrian officials to
Arab states, froze Syria’s government as-
sets dbro.ld‘ and halted transactions with
1a’s central bank and commercial ex-
changes with the government while call-
ing for President Basher Al Assad to step

A TOUGH TASK...UN and Arab League special envoy to Syria Kofi Annan (C)
arrives for a meeting with Arab League Secretary-General Nabil Al Arabi on

March 8 inCairo.— AFP

down. The US, the European Commu-
nity and others joined exercising diplo-
matic and economic sanctions. Collec-
tively these measures suggested that
R2P indeed was alive. But as imple-
mented they proved insufficient to halt
the violence. Both China and Russia ve-
toed a watered-down version of the
Libya resolution. The Kremlin claimed,
repetition of even UN sanctions, let
alone military action, would ill serve
peace and be a slippery slope to an ille-
gitimate overthrow of a government.

Of course, there is more to the story.
In Moscow’s case it is not simply its
longstanding supportive relationship
with the Assad regime that allows it to
port its Mediterranean fleet in Tartus.
Of greater concern, and this includes
China as well, the Kremlin undoubtedly
fears that application of R2P to Syria
could blow back someday.

Does this pull the rug from Responsi-
bility to Protect in Syria? Not really. The
“other means” do not require repetition
of the Libya intervention. Neither the
West nor the Arab League has the stom-
ach to mire themselves in the potential
quagmire that Sy ria’s sectarian and eth-
nic divisions pose. Rather Syria requires
that the League and allies apply a more
nuanced approach in addition to en-
forcement and strengthening of eco-
nomic and diplomatic sanctions.

On February 16, the General Assem-
bly gave momentum in its 137 to 12
vote - supporting the Egyptian resolu-
tion that called upon the Assad regime to
halt its crackdown and comply with the

Arab League'sdemand for a transition of

power. But the resolution was no action
plan and neither did one come from the
60-plus nation “Friends of Syria” Febru-
ary meeting in Tunisia. Nonetheless

there remain modest R2P steps much of
the international community can en-
dorse under the umbrella Arab League
to stop the slaughter:

The League should restate its January
22 call for Assad to step down to include
other key members of the ruling clique.
After all, any regime is more than its
leader.

Syria's foreign opponents should use
the airwaves in a propaganda war to of-
fer amnesty to Syrian forces who lay
down arms or defect to the rebel side by
a date certain to avoid prosec ution for
crimes against humanity. ia’s armed

sisters should receive military aid and
training sufficient to combat the govern-
ment's infantry, armor and helicopters.
The United States and others must lobby
Russia and China to support R2P im-
pressing that they are on the wrong side
of history with consequences that will
diminish their political and economic
interests in the region for years to come.

Foreign mediators should help mold
the divided Syrian opposition into a unit-
ed internationally recognised interim
government in waiting prepared to lay
the foundation for legislative elections
and constitution building for a new dem-
ocratic Syria once the current govern-
ment fall

What's at stake in Syria is more than
Damascus’ future. Successful applica-
tion of R2P will make a statement that
Libya was not a fluke. The international
community will assure that the survivor
will be not the regime but the people.
Bennett Ramberg sevved in the
Bureau of Politico-Military Affairs in
the US Department of State during
the George HW. Bush administration.
© Yale Center for the Study of
Globalisation
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Lack of leadership on both
sides feeds chaos in Syria

yria continues its long, slow

descent into hell, with vio-

lence and tragedy showing

no signs of letting up. By
now, one year into this horror, it
has become clear that neitherside
can win an easy victory, affirming
the adage that there can be “no vic-
torand novanquished”.

In countries such as Syria,
plagued by deep divisions, several
scenarios may play out. Seenario
No 1: there can be repressive rule
by one group over the others (Syria,
like its neighbour Iraq, has tried
that - and some believe Irag may
be heading there again). Scenario
No 2: there can be prolonged civil
war (Lebanon lived through that).
Scenario No 3: there can be anun-
easy truce leading to a somewhat
stable modus vivendi among the
groups (that's where Lebanon is
now). Scenario No 4: there can be
a full-fledged democracy, with full
national integration and citizen-
ship rights guaranteed forall.

At the present time, Syriais stuck
somewhere between scenarios No
landNo2.

For its part, the regime has be-
haved in an abominable manner.
When faced initially with a largely
non-violent protest movement, it
used brutal repression. This only
spurred the opposition, which in
response resorted toweapons, tak-
ing on the characteristics of a vio-
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lent insurgency. This played into
the regime’s hands by justifying, at
least in their minds, the use of even
more brutal force.

Recognising thatsome change was
required, the regime has proposed a
series of faux reform initiatives. Be-
cause theywere introduced by dik-
tat and transparently designed to
protect the regime’s authority, these
efforts have been rejected by the op-
position as either too little too late,
orjust plain fraudulent.

The regime is more like a military
junta than a government. And, for
its part, the ruling Baath party is an
ossified shell governed by a corrupt
clique, and administered by appa-
ratchiks who are often ideologues
or fearful functionaries rather than
public servants.

The opposition, such as it is, is
dispersed and dysfunctional. There
is a coalition of committed exiles
who have coalesced in the Syrian
National Council. Inside Syria, there
are opposition figures and groups
that have been operating for dec-
ades facing down repression, but
still convening on occasion to voice
their views. They have been joined
byaloose committee ofactivists, the
National Coordination Body, oper-
ating in many cities. It is this group
that has been responsible for organ-
ising the street protestsand sending
information outofthe country.

More recently, the opposition

has been joined by groups of offic-
ers and soldiers who have turned
against the regime, and bands of
armed insurgents, some home-
grown and others coming into the
country from outside. It is these
groups that have fuelled what has
become the armed insurgency.

What has become painfully clear
is that while the regime has lost
whatever little legitimacy it may
have had with a wide swatch of the
population, it still retains support
from some significant groups. And
the opposition is not yet ready, rep-
resentative of, or accepted by, all
elements of Syrian society. And so
this messisincreasingly outof con-
trolwith no relief in sight.

More ominously, the conflict,
which at one point was a struggle
within Syria between competing
factions with competing visions,
has become a regional and inter-
national conflict with East/West,
Arab/Iranian and sectarian dimen-
sions overlapping. Justas the op-
position has drawn support from
members of the Arab League, Tur-
key and the West, the regime has
been emboldened by support from
Russia, China and Iran,

The most frustrating aspect of the
affairis that all involved, and those
whoareitching to get involved, have
little new to add to the equation.

Those who suggest providing
more arms to the opposition have
failed to answer the fundamental
questions: arms to whom, and to-
wards what end? The US assistant
secretary of state, Jeffrey Feltman,
in his testimony before the Senate
Forcign Affairs Committee last
week called this “pouring fuel onto
a conflagration”, warning of pre-
dictable and deadlyresults.

Allies and suppliers of the regime
mustalso be called to account. Syria
has crossed the Rubicon and no
amount of repression will restore
the old order. More support for the
regime only contributes to the suf-
fering of the country and its people.

As the situation continues to spi-
ral outof control, adult supervision
is desperately needed. And this is
a role that the US, with the Arab
League and Turkey, as well as Rus-
siaand China, can attempt to play.

With scenario No 4 nowhere in
sight, an uneasy truce leading to ne-
gotiations that will produce a new
governing arrangement may be the
best that can be hoped. It may also
be the only available alternative to a
long and deadly civil war, with desta-
bilising regional consequences.

How to get there?

Both sides will need to be pushed
hard. A ceasefire and commitment
to negotiations leading to the for-
mation of anew transitional govern-
mentare essential. Atthis point, nei-
ther the regime nor elements of the
oppositionwilleasilyaccept suchan
approach. Emboldened by external
support, harbouring deep griev-
ances and fears, and believing that
victory can still be theirs, they ap-
pear eager to fight on. This is where
diplomaticintervention isin order.

A good place to start would be
as Arab leaders meet their Rus-
sian counterparts this week. Their
agreement, whatever it costs, to
push both sides to give up their
unachievable ambitions, would be
afirst step towards unwinding this
conflict.

James Zogby is the president of the
ArabAmerican Institute
3 Follow on Twitter: @AAIUSA
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Assad: Syria Backs
Any ‘Honest' Peace Bid

[Middle East Desk

Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad promised inter-
national envoy Kofi Annan on Saturday he would
back any “honest™ peace bid but warned dialogue
would fail if “terrorist groups™ remained. state me-

dia reported.

“Syna 1s ready to bring success to any honest bid to
find a solution,” the official SANA news agency quoted

Assad as telling Annan 1n their Damascus talks.

But the Synian leader added: “No dialogue or political
process can succeed as long as there are terronist groups
thatareworlcingtosowchaosanddestabilizethécounnz

by attacking civilians and soldiers.”

Assad: Syria Backs Any ‘Honest’ Peace Bid

|

From Page 1

The UN said Annan’s task was to call for an imme-
diate ceasefire by the army and the opposition.

Earlier, UN humanitarian chief Valerie Amos said

“limited progress™ had been made on aid but much
more was needed.

Annan’s talks with Assad lasted for more than two
hours, before Annan met Foreign Minister Walid Al-
Moallem over lunch.

Syrian state television said the meetings were held
in a “positive’ atmosphere.

The SANA news agency quoted Assad as saying:
“Syria 1s ready to make a success of any honest effort
to find a solution for the events it is witnessing.

“No political dialogue or political activity can suc-
ceed while there are armed terrorist groups operating and
spreading chaos and mstability.”

Ban, the UN Secretary-General, earlier spelled out
Annan’s task.

“Our priority 1s, first of all, all violence must stop.
whether by government forces [or] opposition forces,”
Ban said.

T have very strongly urged Kofi Annan to ensure that
there must be an immediate ceasefire.”

Ban said Annan would hold talks with other opposi-
tion leaders after leaving the country on Sunday.

Coinciding with Annan’s armval, a meeting of Arab
League foreign ministers was taking place i Cairo, at-
tended by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov.

Lavrov wamed against “crude interference” in Syria’s
mternal affairs. He insisted Russia was not “protecting
any regimes” but was trying to “protect international
law™.

Saudi Foreign Minister Saud Al-Faisal said the Rus-
stan-Chinese veto of a UN resolution condemning Syria
had allowed its ‘brutality” to continue.

Qatani Foreign Minister Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim Al-
Thani told the meeting of Arab foreign ministers that it
was time to send Arab and foreign troops to Syria.

“The time has come to apply the proposal to send
Arab and intemational troops to Syria,” Sheikh Ha-
mad said during a meeting of top diplomats.

Arab foreign ministers meeting in Cairo last month
agreed to ask the UN Secunity Council to 1ssue a deci-
sion on the formation of a joint UN-Arab peacekeep-
ing force to oversee the implementation of a ceasefire.

Russia and its diplomatic ally China in February
vetoed a UN Security Council resolution condemning
the Synan government.

But Moscow is now coming under huge pressure
from the West and Arab states to start exerting pres-
sure on Assad’s regime and support sanctions against
the country.

“When we went to the Security Council, we did not get
a resolution because of the Russian-Chinese veto which
sent a wrong message to the Syrian regime.” Sheikh Ha-
mad said.

“Our patience and the patience of the world have run
out.” he said.

The UN has pressed for “dialogue™ to end the criss,
although Syrian opposition groups have already rejected
the idea of talks with President Assad.

Ban also echoed Baroness Amos’s calls for Syna to
allow aid agencies access to areas badly hit by the vio-
lence.
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