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ABSTRACT International efforts to find a political solution to the conflict
in Syria began early on in the war. The Arab League was the first body
to attempt to mediate, starting in late 2012, but these efforts faltered
due to the refusal of the regime —emboldened by the political support
of Russia and China- to make a single concession, despite being on the
back foot militarily. In 2015, new international efforts were launched
to resolve the crisis. The U.S. and Russia reached an agreement over
the formulation of United Nations Security Council Resolution 2254,
which became the basis of UN-led negotiations between the opposi-
tion and the regime, including discussions on constitutional reform
that began in 2019. However, more than a decade into the conflict,
a political solution still appears distant, and is now closely linked to
the fate of the foreign forces present in the country. The regime is no
longer solely responsible for obstructing a solution. The presence on
the ground of its allies, Russia and Iran, adds additional obstacles. It
is no longer possible to formulate a peace deal without addressing the
security concerns and various interests of foreign forces in Syria.
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Introduction

hirteen years have passed
Tsince mass protests broke out

against the Syrian regime in
March 2011. The regime responded
with ferocious violence and plunging
the country into an armed conflict
it subsequently dragged in multiple
foreign powers. Iran intervened in
2012, which gave Israel justification
to launch a campaign of air strikes
the following year that has continued
for more than a decade. Russia en-
tered the conflict in 2015 to prevent
the armed opposition from bringing
about the collapse of the regime. The
persistence of the conflict and the
failure to reach a political solution
gave rise to several terrorist organiza-
tions, most prominently ISIS, which
prompted the U.S. to intervene in
Syria in 2014, on the grounds of com-
bating terrorism. However, American
cooperation with the Syrian branch
of the terrorist organization Kurdis-
tan Workers™ Party (PKK) compelled
Tiirkiye to send in forces in 2016 to
prevent the emergence of a sepa-
ratist entity on its Southern border
that could threaten its own national
security.

International efforts to find a politi-
cal solution began early on in the war.
The Arab League was the first body to
attempt to mediate, starting from late
2012, but these efforts faltered due to
the refusal of the regime, emboldened
by the political support of Russia and
China, to make a single concession,
despite being on the back foot mili-
tarily. New international efforts were
launched in 2015 to find a solution

to the conflict, as the U.S. and Russia
reached agreement over the formula-
tion of United Nations (UN) Security
Council Resolution 2254, which be-
came the basis for negotiations be-
tween the regime and the opposition.
In 2017, the UN placed the content
of the resolution under the headings
of establishing non-sectarian rule,
developing a new draft constitution,
conducting free and fair elections
and combating terrorism, along with
confidence-building measures.

Despite numerous international ef-
forts and regional initiatives over the
past decade, the quest for a political
solution to the Syrian conflict re-
mains elusive, primarily due to the
entangled interests of foreign pow-
ers, regional dynamics, and the As-
sad regime’s persistent intransigence.
In this commentary, Syria’s political
and diplomatic situation, challenges,
and developments from 2012 to early
2024 will be evaluated in detail.

Early International Mediation
Efforts (2012-2015)

In 2019, the UN launched a new effort
to push the political process forward
by launching a constitutional reform
process in an attempt to implement
one aspect of Resolution 2254, lean-
ing on the guarantors of the Astana
process —Tiirkiye, Russia and Iran- to
push the parties to the conflict to en-
gage in discussions on constitutional
reform.

As efforts to find a political solution
continued to falter, the regime and its
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allies attempted to break the interna-
tional isolation that had plagued Da-
mascus since 2011. From late 2018
onwards, it sought to normalize its
ties with other Arab states as well as
engaging in a separate track of rap-
prochement with Tiirkiye that started

The process of Arab
normalization with the regime
picked up momentum in 2023,

and Riyadh'’s restoration of its
ties with Damascus that April

inlate 2022. The COVID-19 pandemic
in 2020, followed by the Ukraine war
in 2022 and a catastrophic earthquake
in Northern Syria and parts of Tiirkiye
in 2023 bred new conditions that the
regime and its allies used to further
impede efforts for a political solution,
push forward the normalization of its
regional relations and seize back con-
trol over humanitarian aid deliveries
across the border, which it had lost in
2014.

Western and Arab Divergence on
Normalization Policies

The process of Arab normalization
with the regime picked up momen-
tum in 2023, and Riyadh’s restoration
of its ties with Damascus that April
marked a major shift. In May, Arab
foreign ministers met in Jordan and
issued the Amman Declaration, laying
out a roadmap for more Arab states to
normalize with Damascus. The same
month, the Arab League voted to re-
store the regime’s membership, and
accordingly Bashar al-Assad attended
the Jeddah Summit on May 19.

The Arab League created a committee
composed of the foreign ministers of
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Lebanon,
Egypt, and the Secretary-General of
the League, tasking it with monitor-
ing implementation of the road map.
This committee duly met in Cairo in
mid-August, but its findings were dis-

marked a major shift

appointing to Arab governments, as
the regime had not implemented any
of Amman Declaration’s provisions
on security issues such as combating
terrorism and drug smuggling, hu-
manitarian issues such as facilitating
aid deliveries and the return of ref-
ugees, or political questions such as
engaging in the Syrian Constitutional
Committee discussions.

Addressing these issues poses major
difficulties and challenges for Arab
states, partly due to disagreements
among them over the appropriate
mechanisms of engagement with the
regime, and partly due to Western pol-
icies, as well as the regime’s response.

Arab governments have also con-
tinued to differ over their priorities.
Jordan, Egypt, and others saw the
so-called “step-for-step paradigm”
of seeking reciprocal and verifiable
confidence-building measures, along
with Resolution 2254, as the mech-
anism best placed to achieve real
progress and preserve the Arab states’
leading role in efforts for a political
solution, as indicated in the Amman
Declaration and the Jordanian initia-
tive. However, Saudi Arabia and the
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the United Kingdom, France, and
Germany issued a joint statement
along with the U.S., emphasizing the
“Three No’s™: no normalization of re-
lations with the regime, no financing
for reconstruction of infrastructure
damaged by the regime during the
conflict, and no lifting of sanctions
against it, pending genuine and dura-

Western countries’ interest in
Syria has steadily declined,
due to economic woes and

the presence of conflicts with
greater priority, particularly in
Ukraine and Palestine

United Arab Emirates seemed to view
this mechanism with less interest.!

Moreover, Jordan began to act unilat-
erally to address security issues along
its border, taking militarily action
against drug and weapons smuggling
for the first time since the outbreak of
the conflict, by launching air strikes
and airborne operations into South-
ern Syria.?

Western governments were initially
indifferent to this process of Arab nor-
malization, but they soon took a more
cohesive position. The U.S. rejected it
and stressed that Washington did not
support other countries normalizing
with Damascus until real political
progress had been achieved, facilitated
by the UN and consistent with Resolu-
tion 2254, arguing that this remained
the only viable solution to resolve the
conflict. Washington doubled down
on its position by introducing legis-
lation against the Captagon trade and
normalization with the Assad regime,
major obstacles to countries seeking
to normalize with the regime.

European states quickly adopted the
same position. In mid-March 2023,

ble progress towards a political solu-
tion, in accordance with Resolution
2254,

While Arab normalization with Da-
mascus has made scant progress,
Tiirkiye’s rapprochement with the re-
gime has come to a complete stand-
still. It had started with a December
2022 tripartite meeting in Moscow
between the defense ministers and
intelligence chiefs of Tiirkiye, Russia,
and the regime, whose foreign min-
isters —plus that of Iran— also met in
Moscow in May 2023.

However, the process has not yielded
any progress worth noting. Ankara
and Damascus have not resumed full
diplomatic relations, their presidents
have not met, nor has a road map
been drafted to address differences
between the two sides. This is de-
spite Russia tabling a draft road map
in 2023 that focused on combating
terrorism, bolstering border secu-
rity between the two countries, con-
demning the deployment of foreign
forces in Syria, facilitating the return
of refugees and resuming bilateral
trade and economic cooperation.

By early 2024, Turkish officials were
downbeat about the process. In Jan-
uary, Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan
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announced that communications
with the regime had been suspended
and that there were no meetings on
the horizon, adding that Ankara’s
priority was to fight the PKK and its
branch in Syria the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF).

Arab normalization and Ankara’s
rapprochement with the regime have
negatively affected UN-sponsored
negotiations, deepening the regime’s
unwillingness to return and engage
in them with any seriousness. How-
ever, the Arab League’s May 2023 res-
olution called for “a comprehensive
solution to the Syrian crisis that ad-
dresses all its consequences according
to the step-for-step framework, and
in a manner consistent with Security
Council Resolution No. 2254 Like-
wise, Turkish policy has continued
to adhere to the Astana and Geneva
tracks, while adhering to Resolution
2254 as the basic foundation for a po-
litical solution in Syria.

This was the result of the regime’s
failure to address the security and
humanitarian issues preoccupying
Arab capitals and Ankara, moves that
could create a safer and more stable
environment to allow the voluntary
and dignified return of refugees, mit-
igating the effects of the refugee crisis
on neighboring countries.

The regime had been hoping that
normalization would spark an influx
of Arab funds to support its collapsed
economy and allow it to begin the
reconstruction process. However, in
reality its lack of responsiveness on
security and humanitarian issues,
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plus the threat of U.S. sanctions, pre-
vented these Arab funds from mate-
rializing. This plunged the country
into a deeper economic crisis, fueling
protests in the Southern province of
Suwayda in August 2023 and grow-
ing public discontent in the regime’s
heartland on the Syrian coast.

Nor did normalization meet the re-
gime’s hopes for an end to its inter-
national isolation. President Bashar
al-Assad has had few chances to visit
foreign capitals and meet world lead-
ers, with the exceptions of the Arab
Summit in Jeddah, the September
2023 opening ceremony of the Asian
Games in China, and the Arab-Is-
lamic Summit in Riyadh in Novem-
ber, where most leaders of Muslim
countries avoided meeting him,
treating him as an unwelcome guest
or acting as if he did not exist.

This suggested that truly breaking the
regime’s international isolation re-
mains contingent on it seriously en-
gaging in the Arab initiative, in line
with the US. and Western demands
for curbs on Iran’s influence, the with-
drawal of foreign forces, efforts to
combat drug manufacture and traf-
ficking, moves to repatriate Syrian ref-
ugees, and serious engagement in the
UN-sponsored political process under
Resolution 2254 —most notably by re-
suming the work of the Constitutional
Committee and the step-for-step
approach championed by the world
body’s Special Envoy, Geir Pedersen.

Meanwhile, the regime has pushed
back against UN efforts to negoti-
ate constitutional reforms in Syria,

2024 SPRING 49



Turkish, Russian,
and Iranian
delegations,

as well as the
representatives
from the Syrian
opposition

and Syrian
government
participated in
the 20™ regular
Syria Peace
talks held as
part of the
Astana Process
in Astana,
Kazakhstan on
June 21, 2023.
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obstructing the holding of the ninth
meeting of the Constitutional Com-
mittee since June 2022. It has leaned
on Russia’s claim that Geneva is not a
neutral venue, as well as on Russian
conditions regarding sending diplo-
mats to the Swiss city, in light of Eu-
ropean sanctions related to Russia’s
war on Ukraine.

In an attempt to break this stalemate,
the Arab Ministerial Liaison Com-
mittee in mid-August 2023 suggested
that the meeting be convened in the
Omani capital, Muscat. However, all
subsequent efforts to hold it there —or
anywhere else— have so far failed. In
his last briefing of 2023, the Special
Envoy confirmed that there was no
suitable venue in the region for the
committee’s meetings. Accordingly,
he proposed holding the talks in the
Kenyan capital Nairobi, where the UN
has another headquarters. However,
the regime also rejected that and sug-
gested Baghdad, which the opposition
duly rejected. This prompted the en-
voy in late February 2024 to push once
again for the meeting to be held in Ge-
neva, which the regime again rejected.

As the Constitutional Committee
discussions faltered, the Special En-
voy resorted to formulating a pro-
posal that he tabled at the Security
Council in October 2023, regarding
the step-for-step paradigm that he
had announced at the beginning of
his mission in 2019. He argued that
his plan to implement Resolution
2254 required such an approach,
alongside the creation of an interna-
tional forum or framework that could
facilitate understandings outside the
scope of the Security Council, thus
enabling an agreement on a formula
for a political solution in Syria.

Pedersen said he had obtained Euro-
pean, American, and Arab backing
for this approach, which he appeared
to hope would help build confidence
both between the parties to the con-
flict, and between the regime and the
international community. Interna-
tional concerns would be addressed
separately from domestic Syrian issues
such as ceasefire, stabilization mea-
sures, the release of detainees, disclo-
sure of the fate of the missing and the
return of refugees and displaced per-
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sons, humanitarian aid deliveries, and
Early Recovery (ER). In the meantime,
the political process would continue,
in accordance with Resolution 2254.

The role of the Astana track
has declined since 2022, as
evidenced by the faltering of

However, five years into his mission,
Pedersen has not been able to build
the unified international framework

the Constitutional Committee
talks and renewed clashes in

he has called for, something akin to
the International Support Group for
Syria that led to the Vienna II state-
ment in 2015 and paved the way for
the formation of the Syrian Negoti-
ation Commission and the adoption
of Resolution 2254. As things stand,
diplomatic efforts on Syria are con-
tinuing to fragment. Current tracks
include the Astana process, formed
in late 2016 and led by Tiirkiye, Iran,
and Russia, an Arab framework that
has been crystallizing since the be-
ginning of 2023 around countries
that have normalized with the Assad
regime, and a Western framework
that includes the U.S., Britain, France,
and Germany.

The Impact of Global Events on
Syrian Peace Efforts

In addition to this fragmentation,
these processes have had mixed re-
sults in terms of international en-
gagement. Arab countries have been
slow to find their role within UN ef-
forts to resolve the conflict. Western
countries’ interest in Syria has steadily
declined, due to economic woes and
the presence of conflicts with greater
priority, particularly in Ukraine and
Palestine. The guarantor countries of
the Astana process only managed to
freeze combat operations in the coun-

Northern Syria in 2023

try and support the launch of the con-
stitutional reform track, which had
appeared moribund by the close of
its 20™ round but was jolted back into
life for another round in late January
2024 given fears over the impact of
the Gaza war on the situation in Syria.
A joint statement after the meeting
underlined the importance of pre-
venting the conflict from spreading
and dragging in other states in the re-
gion, as well as the need to preserve
calm on the ground in the Idlib de-es-
calation zone and to move towards a
more sustainable normalization of the
situation in Northwestern Syria.

The role of the Astana track has de-
clined since 2022, as evidenced by the
faltering of the Constitutional Com-
mittee talks and renewed clashes in
Northern Syria in 2023. That said, the
guarantors of the process continue
to play a pivotal role in preserving
overall calm in the country, as well as
helping to prevent the collapse of the
political process and supporting UN
efforts to keep it moving forward.

The U.S. also remains central to the
trajectory of the ongoing conflict in
Syria. Washington wants to keep alive
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While the regime has been
responsible for obstructing
a solution since 2012, the

presence of forces from its
allies Russia and Iran on
the ground makes finding a
solution far more complex

the Geneva track for a political solu-
tion in accordance with Resolution
2254, support the resumption of the
Constitutional Committee talks, and
implement the step-for-step para-
digm. However, escalating tensions
between the West and Russia follow-
ing Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine
in 2022 have meant that any under-
standing that could lead to a political
solution in Syria is effectively impos-
sible until a final deal is reached over
Ukraine. Russia has also continued to
obstruct the implementation of Reso-
lution 2254 and disrupt the meetings
of the Constitutional Committee,
refusing to work within the step-
by-step approach and continuing to
block any solution in Syria by re-im-
posing “reconciliation” and settle-
ment deals between the regime and
local actors, such as those in Daraa,
rural Damascus and rural Homs.*

The failure of the U.S. and Tiirkiye to
reach an agreement on outstanding
disputes between them, including
over Syria, has also impeded and de-
layed the process of reaching a politi-
cal solution to the conflict. This is de-
spite the fact that both parties want to

see their relationship improve, even
setting up a formal “Strategic Mecha-
nism” in October 2021 to facilitate di-
alogue. Their ability to cooperate over
a political solution will depend on the
flexibility of each side, especially with
regard to the political process, com-
bating terrorism, and the fate of the
PKK, along with its Syrian branch
(the Democratic Union Party) and
the bodies they control, notably the
SDF and the Autonomous Adminis-
tration in Eastern Syria.®

The U.S. may anyway be forced to
reduce its cooperation with the SDF
and the PKK, due to the latter’s co-
operation with Iranian militias, espe-
cially in al-Hasaka province. More-
over, Iran has long wanted to remove
American forces from there and
from the whole of Syria, and a years-
long campaign of attacks by Irani-
an-backed militias on international
coalition bases and interests has in-
creased in intensity since 2023.5

Stabilizing Northern and Eastern
Syria would not only help Washington
strengthen its cooperation with An-
kara over Syria’s political future, but
would also ensure the sustainability
of any solution in which the two sides
work with regional and local partners,
especially Arab leaders and notables,
in combating terrorism, so that indi-
viduals from those communities are
not lured into helping Iran. It would
also help ensure that oil revenues are
used to develop basic services instead
of allowing the PKK to control them.”

Syria’s political future is also closely
linked to the fate of foreign forces
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present in the country. While the
regime has been responsible for ob-
structing a solution since 2012, the
presence of forces from its allies Rus-
sia and Iran on the ground makes
finding a solution far more complex.
It is no longer possible to formulate
any solution without addressing the
security concerns and various inter-
ests of foreign forces in Syria. Tiir-
kiye, for example, views the SDF and
the PKK as a major terrorist threat
it has no option but to neutralize,
whether on its own or in partnership
with the U.S. —or with Russia, Iran,
and the regime. Also central to Tiir-
kiye’s Syria policy is the question of
providing security and safe haven to
enable the repatriation of Syrian refu-
gees to their country, including more
than three million living in Tirkiye.®

Likewise, Iran will seek to preserve
its assets in Syria in any future po-
litical solution, in order to maintain
its influence there, as it has done in
Iraq and Lebanon. Accordingly, it
will work to disrupt any proposal
that does not guarantee this, whether
through its militias or its influence
within the regime’s agencies and in-
stitutions. This could push Tiirkiye,
the U.S., and Israel either to cooper-
ate with Russia to reduce this influ-
ence, directly or through local actors,
or to continue negotiating with Iran
to reach a more durable formula.

Russia, in turn, has been seeking to
shape Syrias political future since
intervening there militarily in 2015,
based on a formula of restoring the
regimes full sovereignty and re-
forming its institutions, especially
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the military and security sector, and
keeping Bashar al-Assad in power
with a nominal role for the opposi-
tion. These questions have long been
among the main points of disagree-
ment between international actors.
Moscow and Tehran largely agree on
them, aside from differences over re-
forms and engaging the opposition.’

Both disagree with the vision of An-
kara, which insists that the opposi-
tion must play an active role, with
armed opposition factions integrated
into the country’s military apparatus
and the political opposition involved
in governing the country, through
elections.”” This vision is backed by
the U.S., which nevertheless differs
with Tiirkiye over the PKK and gov-
ernance in Eastern Syria.

From the start of its intervention in
Syria, Russia tried to reach an agree-
ment with the U.S. that would help
determine Syrias political future,
through the Vienna discussions
that formed the basis of Resolution
2254, but as relations worsened be-
tween Washington and Moscow in
late 2016, this soon affected their co-
operation in Syria, which gradually
deteriorated until late 2018. In the
meantime, however, Russia moved to
strengthen its cooperation with Tiir-
kiye and Iran, together designing the
Astana formula. It has also strength-
ened its cooperation with Arab coun-
tries since the end of 2017, with the
aim of breaking the regime’s regional
isolation bringing the Arab League
back into the process of finding a
solution, a strategy that has borne
some fruit since early 2023.
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Any effective solution in Syria

must be

supported by a single

international framework, such
as the one that Special Envoy

Pedersen called for in 2019,
and something resembling the
International Support Group

for Syria

Cooperation with Washington re-
mained a major goal for Moscow as it
sought to find a final resolution to the
conflict in Syria. It tried to resume co-
operation with it at a 2019 summit in
Jerusalem between the two countries’
national security advisors as well as
that of Israel, but their differences
persisted due to the absence of any
guarantees for the withdrawal of Ira-
nian forces, especially from the South
of the country, as well as over the
implementation of Resolution 2254
without delay or obstruction. Russia
argued that it was unable to imple-
ment its pledges on its own regarding
Iran, and does want to cooperate with
Washington on the issue. This is be-
cause it does not want Iran to move
towards the West at the expense of its
own relationship with Tehran, espe-
cially in light of ongoing discussions
on reviving the agreement over Iran’s
nuclear program."'

Conclusion

All of the above means that local
actors in Syria have, theoretically,

declined in influence vis-a-vis inter-
national actors. In practice however,
they are still an essential part of the
solution, even if they lean on their in-
ternational allies to strengthen their
own positions and policies. That said,
this dynamic means that the coun-
try’s future will ultimately depend
on whether international powers can
reach a consensus, fall into conflict
or draw up new rules of engagement
that lead to temporary or sustainable
understandings.

Therefore, any effective solution in
Syria must be supported by a sin-
gle international framework, such as
the one that Special Envoy Pedersen
called for in 2019, and something re-
sembling the International Support
Group for Syria. In March 2024, Ped-
ersen again laid out his vision of the
formula needed for a solution in Syria,
calling for preparatory talks until a
point is reached when “all the main
actors are ready to work together (for)
a comprehensive settlement across a
full set of interconnected tracks, with
the contribution of the parties”'? He
continued that the formula “would
need to fully engage all critical stake-
holders including the Syrian parties
and the international actors in the As-
tana format, the Arab Contact Group,
the Western Quad, and (the Security)
Council” Recent years of diplomacy
have made clear that “no party or
group of actors alone can come close
to resolving the Syrian crisis,” he said.

In the short and medium term, how-
ever, there seems to be little room
for international and regional par-
ties to work on one formula alone or
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through interconnected tracks. This
means that the fragile stability on the
ground in Syria since 2020 is likely
to persist, as is uncertainty over any
political solution and the progress of
negotiations. Foreign powers will re-
main focused on achieving their own
goals unilaterally, without necessarily
considering the importance of seri-
ously cooperating with others.

Reaching such a formula in Syria will
remain contingent on a package of
other regional and international set-
tlements, and there is little immediate
sign of that happening. In the absence
of such a shift, the country is therefore
set to remain divided among three
local powers, and forces from four
foreign powers will remain on the
ground. Russia and Iran will continue
to strengthen the regimes domestic
influence at the expense of the oppo-
sition, by pushing forward regional
and international normalization with
the regime, as well as coordinating to
remove American forces from East-
ern Syria. For its part, Tiirkiye will
move forward with both unilateral
and coordinated efforts with others
to combat what it sees as terrorism
and to prevent the establishment of a
Kurdish canton on its Southern bor-
der, while making further efforts to
establish a safe zone that can shelter
more refugees. Israel, meanwhile, will
continue to carry out strikes against
Iranian militias and their interests in
Syria, in coordination with the U.S. @
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