
Russia tells Turkey to get Assad’s
‘green light’ for safe zone in Syria
Thu, 2019-02-14 21:47

ANKARA: Russian President Vladimir Putin hosted on Thursday a key summit on
Syria with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani in Sochi.

Statements from the Kremlin emphasizing the need for a “green light” from
Syrian President Bashar Assad for the creation of a safe zone inside the
country have been a game-changer for the future of Syrian politics. 

Nicholas Danforth, a visiting senior fellow at the German Marshall Fund of
the US, thinks that the policies adopted by the Kremlin during the Sochi
summit are in line with Russia’s longstanding emphasis on maintaining Syria’s
territorial integrity.

“Turkey, Iran and Russia shared an interest in pressuring the US to leave,
which helped facilitate Russia’s tacit support for Turkey’s Afrin operation.
With Trump announcing the withdrawal of US forces, this shared interest is
gone, and the parties’ conflicting goals will come to the fore,” Danforth
told Arab News. 

If Turkey and the US now appear to be cooperating in the creation of a safe
zone, that would give Russia additional incentive to oppose it, he suggested.

The trilateral summit brought to light emerging tensions between Moscow and
Ankara over what will follow the planned withdrawal of US forces from Syria. 

While Turkey intends to establish a safe zone — clear of the Kurdish YPG
militia — in the regions of northeastern Syria near the Turkish border,
Russia insists that any plan involving action within Syrian territory must
have Assad’s consent.

Ahead of the summit, Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova
made this clear, saying, “The question of the presence of a military
contingent acting on the authority of a third country on the territory of …
Syria, must be decided directly by Damascus.” 

However, experts doubt that Erdogan will consent to any moves that could be
seen to legitimize Assad. From the onset of the Syrian conflict in March
2011, Russia and Iran have been on the side of Assad’s government, while
Turkey has backed opposition groups. 

Emre Ersen, a Syria analyst at Marmara University in Istanbul, thinks that
although Ankara and Moscow disagree on a number of significant issues
regarding Syria, they are both aware that they need to maintain their
political and military dialogue in order to protect their long-term interests
in the region, 
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“Therefore, they are doing their best to find a middle way with regard to
thorny issues like Idlib, the future of Assad, the YPG and the situation to
the east of the Euphrates River,” he told Arab News. “For Turkey, it is
important to keep Russia and Iran by its side, considering that there are
still significant uncertainties about the US plan to withdraw from Syria.”

Ahead of the summit, the Kremlin made it clear that it is running out of
patience with Ankara over its promises in the northwestern Idlib region,
where a demilitarized zone was supposed to have been implemented in
accordance with a joint deal between Russia and Turkey in September. 

Idlib is still the last pocket of resistance to Assad. The dominant force
there is the Al-Qaeda-linked Hay’at Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) umbrella group.
Turkey, already host to more than 3.5 million Syrian refugees, is concerned
about a further influx from Idlib in the event of military action against
hard-line fighters there.

HTS, whose takeover in Idlib is pushing international aid agencies to pull
out of the region, is also trying to take control of the key M5 highway, a
vital economic supply line between Damascus and Turkish markets.

Experts do not expect Turkey to act unilaterally to establish safe zones
without Assad’s consent, however, as that would risk the wrath of both Russia
and the US.

“From the beginning of the crisis, Turkey has always gained ground in Syria
by taking advantage of disagreements and policy clashes between Washington
and Moscow, and getting the support at least one of them,” Dr. Kerim Has, a
Moscow-based Russia analyst, told Arab News.

“Acting unilaterally in north-eastern Syria could cause many military and
political troubles in Turkey’s relations with the US, and Russia may also
raise its eyebrow, claiming violations of Syria’s sovereignty and territorial
integrity,” he explained.

According to Has, Ankara will need to reach a consensus with the US — the
main actor in Manbij and eastern parts of Euphrates — on America’s withdrawal
strategy, and, at the same time “coordinate its actions with Moscow on the
parameters of the so-called safe zone or some border security measures.”

Has believes that, given the current problematic nature of dialogue between
Ankara and Damascus, the Turkish president would likely ask Moscow for
approval of even a minor military incursion in Manbij or north-eastern
Syria. 

“Moscow may prefer first to see some concrete steps of US withdrawal on the
ground. The Kremlin’s consent for such a limited operation would certainly
play into the hands of President Erdogan before the local elections in Turkey
on March 31,” he said.

However, support from the Kremlin will come with a price, Has underlined.

“Probably, while waiting to see what the US withdrawal evolves into, Moscow



will encourage the Turkish army to fight the HTS in Idlib in a more effective
way, and will push Ankara to facilitate the advance of Russia-led regime
forces in the region,” he said.
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AMMAN: A Jordanian farmer and three members of the security forces were
killed Thursday when two old mines exploded, a security source said.
The first mine went off in a field killing the farmer and the second exploded
when security forces came to investigate, killing three of them and wounding
seven others, the source said.
Jordan had more than 300,000 landmines laid across its territory, most of
them in the Jordan Valley during successive Arab-Israeli wars, but also near
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the borders with Iraq and Syria.
The blasts occurred in the Salt region, northwest of Amman, which lies near
the Jordan Valley and the border with Israel.
Some mines date from the Six-Day War of 1967 in which Israel seized the West
Bank from Jordan and from 1968 when Salt was a key battlefront where
artillery units were deployed to thwart an Israeli attack on the Jordan
Valley village of Al-Karameh.
The security source on Thursday did not confirm that the deadly mines dated
to wars with Israel but said an investigation was underway.
Over the years Jordan has sought to clear its territory of mines, allowing
farmers to reclaim land.
Last year, Israeli and international experts began clearing thousands of
wartime landmines and explosive devices from the occupied West Bank, in an
area where some people believe Jesus was baptised.
Israeli military officials said those mines dated from the Six-Day war.
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TEHRAN: President Hassan Rouhani vowed revenge Thursday against the
“mercenary group” behind a suicide bombing which killed 27 troops in
southeastern Iran and accused the US and Israel of supporting “terrorism.”
“We will certainly make this mercenary group pay for the blood of our
martyrs,” the official IRNA news agency quoted the Iranian president as
saying in response to Wednesday’s attack.
Rouhani was speaking at Tehran’s Mehrabad Airport before leaving for the
Russian resort of Sochi for a summit with his Russian and Turkish
counterparts Vladimir Putin and Recep Tayyip Erdogan on the future of war-
battered Syria.
The bombing was claimed by Jaish Al-Adl (Army of Justice), which is
blacklisted as a terrorist group by Iran, the SITE Intelligence Group
reported.
The organization was formed in 2012 as a successor to Sunni extremist group
Jundallah (Soldiers of God), which waged a deadly insurgency for a decade
before being severely weakened by the capture and execution of its leader
Abdolmalek Rigi by Tehran in 2010.
The European Union condemned the attack, saying “there can be no
justification for such an outrageous act of terror,” and expressing
condolences to the families of the victims.
The bombing, which targeted a busload of Revolutionary Guards in the volatile
southeastern province of Sistan-Baluchistan, was one of the deadliest attacks
on Iranian security forces in years.
It came just days after Iran held more than a week of celebrations for the
40th anniversary of the Islamic revolution, which overthrew the US-backed
shah.
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PARIS: King Felipe VI and Queen Letizia of Spain have started a two-day
official visit in Morocco.
The couple, guests of King Mohammed VI, arrived late Wednesday afternoon at
Rabat airport, where they have been greeted by the Moroccan royal family
before heading to the royal palace for an official ceremony.
Moroccan authorities said the two kings would use the visit to sign bilateral
agreements.
Felipe and Letizia had postponed a planned trip to Morocco several times
since they last visited the North African country in July 2014.
Spain is Morocco’s top trade partner and the two countries share close
diplomatic ties.
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CAIRO: Egypt’s Parliament began deliberations Wednesday over constitutional
amendments that could allow President Abdel-Fattah El-Sisi to stay in office
till 2034 — 12 more years after his current, second term expires in 2022.

Lawmakers are set to vote on Thursday, after which the text of the amendments
would be finalized by a special legislative committee and sent back to the
assembly for a final decision within two months.

The 596-seat assembly, which is packed with El-Sisi’s supporters, has already
given its preliminary approval to the changes last week. The amendments are
almost certain to be overwhelmingly approved by the legislature, but will
also need to be put to a national referendum to become law.

The referendum is likely to take place before the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan, which is expected to start in early May this year.

Parliament Speaker Ali Abdel-Al opened Wednesday’s session, telling lawmakers
in the packed chamber that there will be a “national dialogue” and that “all
opinions and trends will be included in the discussions.”

The vote had initially been scheduled for next week, but was moved up. A
coalition of nearly a dozen opposition parties has come out against the
amendments, but on their own they will not be able to block them.

El-Sisi, who previously held the office of military chief, led the military’s
2013 overthrow of the freely elected but divisive Islamist president,
Muhammad Mursi, after protests against his rule. El-Sisi was elected
president the following year and has since presided over an unprecedented
crackdown on dissent. 

He was re-elected last year after all potentially serious challengers were
jailed or pressured to exit the race.

Along with extending a president’s term in office from four to six years, the
amendments include a special article that applies only to El-Sisi and allows
him to run for two more six-year terms after his current term expires in
2022.

The amendments also envisage the office of one or two vice presidents, a
revived Senate, and a 25 percent quota for women in Parliament. They call for
“adequate” representation for workers, farmers, young people and people with
special needs in the legislature.

The president would have the power to appoint top judges and bypass judiciary
oversight in vetting draft legislation before it is voted into law. The
amendments declare the country’s military “guardian and protector” of the
Egyptian state, democracy and the constitution, while also granting military
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courts wider jurisdiction in trying civilians.

In the last three years, over 15,000 civilians, including children, have been
referred to military prosecution in Egypt, according to New York-based Human
Rights Watch.
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