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Despite tensions, Russia seeks 
US govt help to rebuild Syria

US policy only supports efforts when political solution in place 
WASHINGTON: Russia has used a closely guarded
communications channel with America’s top general
to propose the two former Cold War foes cooperate
to rebuild Syria and repatriate refugees to the war-
torn country, according to a US government memo.
The proposal was sent in a July 19 letter by Valery
Gerasimov, the chief of the Russian military’s
General Staff, to US Marine General Joseph
Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
according to the memo which was seen by Reuters.

The Russian plan, which has not been previously
reported, has received an icy reception in
Washington. The memo said the US policy was only
to support such efforts if there were a political solu-
tion to end Syria’s seven-year-old civil war, including
steps like UN-supervised elections. The proposal
illustrates how Russia, having helped turn the tide of
the war in favor of President Bashar Al-Assad, is now
pressing Washington and others to aid the recon-
struction of areas under his control. Such an effort
would likely further cement Assad’s hold on power.

“The proposal argues that the Syrian regime lacks
the equipment, fuel, other material, and funding need-
ed to rebuild the country in order to accept refugee
returns,” according to the memo, which specified that
the proposal related to Syrian government-held areas
of the country. The United States in 2011 adopted a
policy that Assad must leave power but then watched
as his forces, backed by Iran and then Russia, clawed
back territory and secure Assad’s position.

Political transition 
The United States has drawn a line on recon-

struction assistance, saying it should be tied to a
process that includes UN-supervised elections and
a political transition in Syria. It blames Assad for
Syria’s devastation. Dunford’s office declined com-
ment on communications with Gerasimov. “In accor-
dance with past practice, both Generals have
agreed to keep the details of their conversations
private,” said spokeswoman Captain Paula Dunn.

The Kremlin and Russia’s defense ministry did
not immediately respond to a request for comment.
The Syria conflict has killed an estimated half a mil-
lion people, driven some 5.6 million people out of
the country and displaced around 6.6 million within
it. Most of those who have fled are from the Sunni
Muslim majority, and it is unclear whether Assad’s
Alawite-dominated government will allow all to
return freely or whether they would want to. Sunnis
made up the bulk of the armed opposition to Assad.

“The United States will only support refugee
returns when they are safe, voluntary and dignified,”
said the memo, which is specifically about the
Russian plan for Syria. Rebuilding Syria will also be
a massive effort, costing at least $250 billion,
according one UN estimate. 

Some US officials believe Syria’s dependence on
the international community for reconstruction,
along with the presence of US and US-backed
forces in part of Syria, gives Washington leverage as

diplomats push for a negotiated end to the war.

Military channel
The exchange offered a rare glimpse into the mil-

itary communications channel between Moscow and
Washington, one that Dunford himself has fiercely
sought to keep private. Dunford, who speaks period-
ically with Gerasimov, has stressed that the two mili-
taries need to be able to have candid, private com-
munications to avoid misunderstandings that could
lead to armed confrontation. But it was unclear how
reconstruction and refugees fit into military-to-mili-
tary communications. Gerasimov’s letter suggests
that channel is also being used by Moscow to broach
non-military matters. President Donald Trump and
Russian President Vladimir Putin discussed Syria,
and the issue of refugees, at their July 16 summit in
Helsinki. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said
the talks focused on “how we might get the refugees
back.” But US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis said
last week no policy changes came out of the summit.
The US government memo explicitly said the
Russian proposal was not “an outcome” of the
Trump-Putin talks, but cautioned that Russian offi-
cials were trying to present it differently.

“Russian diplomats and other officials have also
been engaging in an aggressive campaign to
describe the initiative in other capitals and to insin-
uate that it is an outcome of the US-Russia meeting
in Helsinki, which it is not, repeat not,” the memo

read. The Russian cover letter for the proposal sent
to Dunford recommended the United States, Russia
and Jordan repurpose a hub designed to monitor a
2017 ceasefire agreement “to form a joint committee
to implement the reconstruction and refugee return

plan,” the memo said. Jordan is hosting more than
650,000 Syrian refugees. The Russian letter also
suggests that the United States and Russia form a
joint group to finance infrastructure renovation in
Syria, the US memo says. — Reuters 

DARAA: A picture taken on August 2, 2018, shows a man riding a motorcycle past
destroyed buildings in the opposition-held southern city of Daraa. — AFP 

Zimbabwe
oppn in court 
over post-vote
violence
HARARE: Members of Zimbabwe’s defeated
opposition party were appearing in court yes-
terday, accused of staging violent protests
against alleged rigging in this week’s historic
elections. The appearance by 24 people
arrested in a police raid at opposition MDC
headquarters comes a day after President
Emmerson Mnangagwa was declared the win-
ner of Zimbabwe’s first polls since autocrat
Robert Mugabe was ousted last year.

At least six people died after troops in the

capital Harare opened fire on demonstrators
on Wednesday, alleging that Mnangagwa had
stolen the election from MDC leader Nelson
Chamisa. The crackdown sparked an interna-
tional outcry, raising grim memories of the
violence that marred polls under Mugabe’s
iron-fisted rule. The 16 men and eight women
appearing in court are accused of smashing
windows at offices of the ruling ZANU-PF
party during the protests, throwing stones and
setting fire to vehicles.

Mnangagwa has accused the opposition of
fomenting the unrest, but said on Friday that
he would set up an independent commission
to investigate the killings. “No democratic
process is flawless,” Mnangagwa said, but he
insisted Monday’s election was “free, fair and
credible”, a far cry from the fraud-tainted
polls of the Mugabe era.

He also called for unity, telling Chamisa:
“You have a crucial role to play in Zimbabwe’s
present and in its unfolding future.”  Chamisa,

a 40-year-old pastor and lawyer, has urged
his supporters to refrain from violence as he
prepares to challenge the results in court. “We
won but they declared the opposite. You vot-
ed but they cheated,” he said on Twitter yes-
terday. Mnangagwa, 75, has said Chamisa is
free to mount a legal challenge, though such a
move appears to have little chance of chang-
ing the result. Mnangagwa won 50.8 percent
against Chamisa’s 44.3 percent, according to
the Zimbabwe Election Commission-just
scraping over the 50 percent threshold need-
ed to avoid a presidential run-off.

‘Army beatings’ 
A former right-hand man to Mugabe,

Mnangagwa was chosen to lead ZANU-PF
after the brief military intervention last
November that ousted him after 37 years in
power. Mnangagwa was allegedly involved in
state violence during the 2008 elections when
the opposition pulled out of the run-off, fol-

lowing the deaths of at least 200 supporters
in attacks.

He has hailed the first post-Mugabe polls
as a “new beginning” and pledged to repre-
sent all Zimbabweans, including those who did
not vote for him. But rights groups have
expressed concern that heavy-handed polic-
ing to prevent more post-election protests
indicate how he intends to govern. Amnesty
International said more than 60 people had
been “arbitrarily arrested” in a post-election
clampdown on the opposition.

Residents said they had seen troops beat-
ing up civilians in Chitungwiza, a sprawling
satellite town south of Harare, on Friday night.
“I don’t even know why they were beating
those people,” said Christine, a retailer of
copper products in Harare who witnessed the
beatings. “It was the soldiers, they are still out
there. We are even scared of going out.”

Seeking to lift Zimbabwe’s status as an
international pariah, Mnangagwa has made a

priority of attracting badly needed foreign
investment. He pronounced the country “open
for business” on Friday, adding: “We want to
leapfrog and catch up with other developing
countries.” Mugabe, who had ruled since
independence from Britain in 1980, left
Zimbabwe’s economy in tatters, presiding over
the seizure of white-owned farms and hyper-
inflation.

Health and education services are in ruins,
while millions of people have fled abroad to
seek work.    Anthoni Van Nieuwkerk, an
international relations professor at Wits
University in Johannesburg, said Mnangagwa
was well aware that his recovery plan
required “goodwill and support” from the
international community. “If they roll out the
soldiers-beyond what happened on
Wednesday-throughout the country to sup-
press dissent, and if more people are killed,
then this will spell no good news for this new
incoming president,” he told AFP. — AFP


