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Suspected Russia raids kill 
32 civilians in north Syria

Clashes, missiles leave 
Yemen truce in tatters

NEW YORK: A meeting of Foreign Minsters about the situation in Syria is pictured at the Palace Hotel in the Manhattan borough of New York yesterday. — AFP 

UNITED NATIONS: Some 20 foreign ministers gathered yes-
terday for the latest conference on Syria’s civil war, hopeful
about arranging a cease-fire and launching peace negotia-
tions in the new year.

But the diplomats remained divided over a resolution that
the UN Security Council was expected to adopt just after the
talks endorsing the process. The ministers were meeting for
the third time to push forward an earlier agreement to
implement the cease-fire and start political talks on Jan. 1.

“We need to make sure the political process is irreversible
in the face of this severe threat posed by international ter-
rorism,” Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said as he headed
into the meeting at a New York hotel. “We must realize the
political process is going to go backward if we are not mak-
ing progress,” he said.

Wang said the two most important issues are launching
political negotiations and implementing the cease-fire.
“Without peace talks, the cease-fire cannot be sustained.
Without a cease-fire, peace talks cannot continue to pro-
duce results,” he said.

Serious differences remain between Russia and Iran,
which support the government of Syrian President Bashar
Assad, and backers of the Syrian opposition, including the
United States, key European nations, Saudi Arabia and
Qatar.

Russia and the West continue to be split on the central
issue in any discussions on a political transition: the fate of
Assad. British Ambassador Matthew Rycroft said negotia-
tions were still taking place on the Security Council resolu-
tion. UN diplomats said a key stumbling block was how to
address the issue of the transitional government.

“We continue to look at this optimistically and are put-
ting a lot of effort into getting an agreement,” Rycroft said.
He said the resolution would not break new ground but
would enshrine agreements from talks in Vienna and
Geneva.

The resolution would be a rare gesture of unity in a
Security Council that has been bitterly divided on Syria. But
Russian Ambassador Vitaly Churkin said Thursday, “I’m not
sure it’s going to happen.”

A peace plan agreed to last month by 20 nations meeting
in Vienna sets a Jan. 1 deadline for the start of negotiations
between Assad’s government and opposition groups. The
plan says nothing about Assad’s future but says that “free
and fair elections would be held pursuant to the new consti-
tution within 18 months.”

On Thursday, Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif told
The Associated Press there “seems to be no agreement” on
two key issues. He said his country has seen “no lists we can
agree upon” of Syrian opposition groups that should be
included in peace negotiations, or of Syrian groups that
should be considered terrorist organizations instead.

“Card-carrying members of Al-Qaida do not satisfy the
conditions that we set for members of  the opposition,” Zarif
told reporters, ruling out any affiliates of the extremist
group. “The opposition  should be serious, and it should be
inclusive.” Zarif said “we still don’t know” if there will be any
concrete progress in the talks. 

Transition rider
Syria’s opposition wants a political transition without

President Bashar Al-Assad, said Riad Hijab, who was chosen

by Syrian opposition groups as coordinator of a negotiating
body to lead future peace talks. The United States, Russia
along with Iran, Saudi Arabia and major European and Arab
powers outlined a plan last month for a political process in
Syria leading to elections within 18 months. It includes a
nationwide ceasefire and six months of talks beginning in
January between Assad’s government and the opposition
on forming a unity government.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov and more than a dozen other ministers will
meet for a third time in New York on Friday, to keep up the
momentum to get a deal to end the nearly-five-year-old
war. Hijab, elected on Thursday by an opposition body set
up in Saudi Arabia last week, said Security Council resolu-
tions and the Geneva 1 2012 roadmap provided for a transi-
tion without the president and a transitional governing
council with full executive powers.

“We are going into negotiations on this principle, we are
not entering talks (based on) anything else. There will be no
concession,” he told reporters yesterday.

Hijab’s position highlights the deep differences over
Assad’s fate and a future political transition in Syria between
parties to the talks. Western diplomats have said Western
powers, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and others have reluctantly
agreed to allow Assad to remain in place during a transition
period, a compromise that has opened the door to a shift on
Russia’s  stance.  Russia has meanwhile made clear to
Western nations that it has no objection to Assad stepping
down as part of a peace process, in a softening ahead of the
New York talks of its staunch and open backing of Assad,
diplomats said. — Agencies
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