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ANALY S I S
SUNDAY, JANUARY 31, 2016

Divisions among Syria’s opposition and anger over
regime blockades almost sank new peace talks in
Geneva before they began, and analysts say

prospects of a breakthrough at the negotiations remain
slim. On Friday, after four days of suspense, Syria’s main
opposition umbrella group finally announced it would
send representatives to Geneva. But formidable obstacles
remain, including differences over the fate of President
Bashar Al-Assad, emboldened by recent territorial gains
with support from Russian air strikes.

In a sign of the challenges ahead, the Saudi-backed
High Negotiations Committee (HNC) said it was sending a
delegation “to participate in discussions with the UN, not
for negotiations”. The complexities of the conflict, involv-
ing a tangled web of moderate rebels, Islamist fighters,
Kurds, jihadists and regime forces backed by Moscow and
Iran, pose a huge challenge, experts say. “There is every
reason to be pessimistic, and there is no realistic scenario
in which a breakthrough would be reached,” said Karim
Bitar, an analyst at the Paris-based Institute of
International and Strategic Relations. “For the time being,
the disconnect between the Geneva process and the real-
ities on the ground has never been bigger.”

The conflict began in March 2011 with anti-govern-
ment protests and has evolved into a multi-sided war
that has killed over 260,000 people and displaced more
than half the population. In recent months, world powers
have redoubled diplomatic efforts to solve the crisis,
fuelled by fear of the Islamic State group’s growing pow-
er, as well as the pressure of a wave of refugees fleeing to
Europe. They have pinned their hopes on an ambitious
UN-backed plan for negotiations in Geneva, followed by
the creation of a transitional government, a new constitu-
tion, and elections within 18 months. 

But analysts say the atmosphere for these talks is even
worse than a last round of failed negotiations in Geneva
in 2014. After a series of setbacks last year, Assad’s gov-
ernment has gone on the offensive and scored several
victories since its key ally Russia began an aerial cam-
paign on its behalf in late September. “Assad is feeling
stronger and stronger so is being inflexible,” said Agnes
Levallois, a France-based Middle East analyst. “If anything,
Russia and the regime will feel that they are slowly grind-
ing down the opposition, that the trend from now on will
not be unfavourable to them,” added Yezid Sayigh of the
Carnegie Middle East Centre.

Assad’s Future in Question 
At the same time, Western powers have moderated

their previous insistence that Assad must step aside
immediately amid fears of a power vacuum that could
benefit IS and push more refugees towards Europe.
“Authoritarian nationalism is back in fashion,” Bitar said.
Syria’s opposition has long insisted that Assad can have
no role in any political transition and must resign at the
beginning of any such process.

But even staunch supporters of the opposition,
including Washington and Saudi Arabia, appear to be
stepping back from that position, which could prove a
major stumbling block for talks. It is “clear to the US and
even to the Saudis” that Assad’s departure cannot be
guaranteed as a precondition, said Sayigh. “The real ques-
tion is whether meaningful powers will go from Assad to
a transitional council, including some mechanism that
ensures that Assad is unable to run in future presidential
elections,” he said.

With the opposition HNC saying it will not participate
in actual negotiations, it remains unclear what the talks
can achieve. The umbrella group said it would participate
in the “political process” in a bid to force the government
to implement “international obligations and humanitari-
an demands”. It had hesitated to attend the talks in part
over the UN’s failure to enforce a 2015 Security Council
resolution that demanded humanitarian access through-
out Syria, an end to sieges, and protection of civilians.

Sayigh, however, said any success at Geneva would be
contingent on a “back-room process” that would see the
US and Russia reach an understanding on a way forward.
Perhaps in an effort to reach such an agreement, US
Secretary of State John Kerry engaged in shuttle diplo-
macy ahead of the talks in an effort to narrow the gap
between backers and opponents of Syria’s regime. But
Emile Hokayem, a senior fellow at the International
Institute for Strategic Studies, said the “dynamics on the
ground are even less conducive to good-faith negotia-
tions” than during the last round of peace talks in 2014.
“Notwithstanding the energy, the positive outlook, the
conditions aren’t there.” —AFP

Focus

Syria talks face 
major challenge

By Dr James J Zogby 

Ihave long argued that how candidates for high office speak
about the Middle East should be a critical test of their capacity
to lead our nation. Since the end of the Vietnam war, we have

spent more money, sold or given more weapons, sent more
troops, fought more wars, lost and taken more lives, expended
more political capital, and have more vital interests at stake in that
region than anywhere else in the world. And yet our candidates
have not faced this reality by providing us with a substantial dis-
cussion about the challenges we face in that critical region. 

I have listened attentively to all of the Republican and
Democratic Party debates and have been deeply disturbed. I am
most troubled by what I hear on the Republican side. From what I
have learned so far, Republicans largely agree on a few points: ISIS
must be defeated; Israel must be defended and never criticized;
the Iran deal is bad and should be rescinded; President Obama has
weakened America and betrayed our allies; and Syrian refugees,
especially those who are Muslims, should not be allowed into the
United States.

There are, to be sure, some differences in how the candidates
propose addressing this litany of concerns. And there are other
Middle East issues where the candidates differ, for example, on
whether the Iraq war was a disastrous failure and whether the
region is better off or worse off following the overthrow of dicta-
tors like Muammar Gaddafi. But, for the most part, I have found
that the Middle East policies the candidates have advocated have
ranged from the absurd to the banal - demonstrating a disturbing
lack of both seriousness and understanding of the issues facing
the United States in the Middle East.

Absurd 
Donald Trump, for example, suggests that dealing with

America’s Arab allies will be easy for him because “I know these
people and do business with them” - ignoring the fact that many of
“these people” have denounced him and cancelled their business
connections with him following his repeated displays of anti-
Muslim bigotry. For his part, Jeb Bush offered a quick and easy
three point agenda to fix the Middle East that included: getting
tough with Iran; immediately moving the US Embassy in Israel
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem; and then rebuilding frayed ties with our
Arab allies in the Gulf region - ignoring the fact that once he
moved the US Embassy to Jerusalem, he could pretty much forget
about rebuilding ties with Arab allies and count, instead, on a crisis
with every Arab and Muslim country.

Then there’s Ted Cruz and Marco Rubio, both of whom reject
admitting Syrian refugees who are Muslim, calling it “lunacy” or
“irresponsible” - forgetting, of course, that their parents were
refugees and that locking out innocent civilians fleeing war and
persecution on the basis of their religion would not only be an
unconscionable act of discrimination, but would compromise
whatever relationships we have with the Muslim world.  

And then there’s Ted Cruz’s nerdy tough guy talk about bomb-
ing ISIS until the desert sand glows or Chris Christie’s consulting
with Jordan’s long deceased King Hussein - making both candi-
dates sound like silly amateurs. The fact is that most of the candi-
dates’ pronouncements about key Middle East issues appear to
come from ignorance (they just don’t know), willed ignorance
(they just don’t want to know because it is has never been political-
ly important to them), or ideology (a problem for the neo-conserv-
atives like Rubio or the evangelicals like Huckabee and Carson -
whose convictions are based on blind faith, not on fact).

Democrats, too, must be criticized. While they have not made
preposterous statements or been threatening or demagogic, they,
all too often, have come up short, failing to propose new ideas that
can help unwind conflicts raging across the Middle East. Pledging,

for example, to support a two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict without suggesting any way to restrain Israel’s
behavior or end the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land, makes
that pledge hollow. On this and other issues, simply embracing the
failed policies of the past is nothing more than a recipe for more
failure. 

High Stakes  
If all this were a mere academic exercise, it would be sad and

disturbing. But it is so much more, because the stakes are so high.
At risk are: the lives and futures of millions; the values and honor of
the United States; and our strategic interests in a critical region of
the world. For all these reasons and more, we should demand
more than either mindless bluster or vacuous pronouncements. It
is simply too important. And to excuse this behavior as necessary
because of political pressures is not an excuse at all. It is just one
more indictment of our broken politics.

The media personalities who conduct the debates or the com-
mentators who evaluate the post-debate performances are also at
fault. Because they also know or care too little about the Middle
East or have, themselves, bought into the failed policies of the past
or the ideologies that have created blinders to knowing more, they
fail to challenge the candidates’ silly statements.   The result is trag-
ic, because what it means is that we may have another election in
which the candidates engage in a substantive debate about
healthcare, entitlements, immigration reform, and the state of our
military - but we will not discuss new ideas that might help us
decide which candidate is best suited to lead our nation in
addressing the region of the world that has helped to define the
tenure of every president for the past four decades. The American
people deserve better and the world needs more from us. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab American
Institute

We need more from our candidates
Washington Watch

By Maya Gebeily with Rana Moussaoui

By Vijay Joshi

Vietnam’s latest political turnover made one
thing abundantly clear: Being a strong,
charismatic leader with a high domestic

and international profile will only lead to your
downfall. To be successful in Vietnamese politics,
you have to work with consensus - and be, for the
most part, faceless. Vietnam’s Communist Party
ended a weeklong congress on Wednesday stick-
ing with the status quo by re-electing Nguyen
Phu Trong as party general secretary, the country’s
No. 1 leader, for a second five-year term. A con-
tender, reform-minded Prime Minister Nguyen
Tan Dung, was cut to size and ousted from the col-
lective leadership because he was seen by party
bosses to have become too big for his boots.

Collective leadership is key to understanding
how Vietnam’s one-party Communist system
works. After Ho Chi Minh, the founding father of
modern Vietnam, the party has studiously avoid-
ed cultivating a personality cult. Even Vo Nguyen
Giap, a celebrated war hero, was never allowed
the pedestal after he became a politician. All he
got was a state funeral. Not even a statue or a bust
or a portrait.

So no surprises that unlike China - its ideologi-
cal ally where top leaders have been larger-than-
life figures such as Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping
and Xi Jinping - Vietnam prefers leaders who do
not hog the limelight, and rule by consensus
through a Politburo, the elite cream of the party.
Dung was anything but that. “Dung was more
charismatic, becoming a popular figure and gen-
erally seen to be becoming larger than the party,
which did not go down well with the others who
still have the old-fashioned notion that the coun-
try should be run by a faceless collective leader-
ship,” said Murray Hiebert, a Southeast Asian
expert at a Washington, DC, think tank.

Change
So what does that partial change in leadership

mean for Vietnam? Will the economic reforms that
Dung was carrying out stop? Will Vietnam start
kowtowing to China, with whom Dung had
apparently crossed swords? Will corruption and
nepotism, which Dung was accused of fostering,

cease? Will Vietnam move away from the US? The
answers are no.

Dung and Trong clashed over style, not ideolo-
gy. Trong obliquely referred to Dung’s style in
post-congress comments to the media, saying
that even though Vietnam’s Communist Party is
one-party rule, “we also have principles of democ-
racy and accountability of the leaders. Otherwise,
good deeds would be credited to individuals
while failure would be blamed on the group and
no one would be disciplined.”

Under Dung, Vietnam’s annual per capita GDP
tripled to $2,100. The economy grew 6.7 percent

last year, and foreign investment reached a record
$14.5 billion. Vietnam has become an attractive
destination for foreign manufacturers looking for
cheap labor as an alternative to China. As the least
developed member of the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, a 12-nation agreement led by the US
to lower trade barriers, Vietnam will benefit the

most, according to Fitch Ratings. All this was seen
as Dung’s work. For sure, the economic reforms
will slow down under the more conservative
Trong, especially over the next six months until
Dung is replaced by Nguyen Xuan Phuc.

Reforms 
Phuc may not “be a strong personality”, but

in Vietnam “individuals do not have a very big
role, because most of the policies are a collective
decision,” said Le Hong Hiep, a visiting
Vietnamese fellow at the Institute of Southeast
Asia Studies in Singapore. Trong and his allies in

the Politburo are aware of the need to push for
economic reforms, because the party’s existence
depends on it. It relies heavily on foreign invest-
ment and international trade to maintain
growth, while domestic enterprises - both state-
owned and private - are weak and beset with
problems.

Some say that Dung’s departure may not be
such a bad thing. Despite projecting the image
of a pro-Western reformist, he also “sat at the
apex of a vast network of rent-seeking interests
that involve the government bureaucracy and
many large companies in both the state and pri-
vate sectors,” said Alexander L Vuving, an inter-
national relations and Vietnam expert based in
Hawaii. “Dung’s exit means that a major obstacle
to institutional reform and the reform of state-
owned companies has been removed,” he said.

It is also wrong to assume that Dung was
anti-China as Beijing expands its territorial ambi-
tions in the South China Sea. In fact, Dung may
well have been China’s choice for the next party
leader, Vuving said. Dung’s approach to China
was a mixture of nationalist rhetoric, dramatic
action, and economic engagement. Vuving said
he was instrumental in tightening Vietnam’s
structural dependence on China, and in fact
China showed more aggression in Vietnamese
waters on two occasions when Dung suffered
humiliating rebukes by the Politburo at the
hands of Trong’s camp in 2014 and earlier this
year. Apparently it was a subtle warning to
Trong to leave Dung alone.

But Dung’s exit this week shows the limits of
China’s ability to influence Vietnam’s political
decisions, and most observers agree Trong will
not allow Beijing to ride roughshod over
Vietnam. “Vietnam will continue to veer farther -
but not too far -from China, and closer -but not
too close -to the United States,” said Vuving. A
larger question is about the pervasive corrup-
tion, which Dung is accused of promoting
through patronage politics. Trong will go after
that, and it’s possible that corruption will be
reduced at the top leadership.

But don’t have too many expectations.
“Corruption is pretty hard-wired in the system,
although some obviously have their hands
deeper in the trough than others,” said Hiebert.
For the vast majority of Vietnam’s 93 million
people, one more thing is clear: No matter who
is at the helm, they, the people, will not have a
direct say in electing their leaders as long as the
Communist Party maintains its 40-year-old grip
on power. —AP

Successful Vietnam leader needs to be faceless

Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung walks back to his seat after casting his ballot as
Vietnam Communist Party Secretary General Nguyen Phu Trong sits at the podium
during the election of the new VCP Central Committee members of Vietnam on the
sixth day of the VCP’s National Congress in Hanoi on Jan 26, 2016. —AFP


