
JISRAYN: A Syrian government soldier walks past rubble and destroyed buildings down a street in the town of Jisreen in the southern Eastern Ghouta yesterday. —AFP

PARIS: Nearly two and a half years after the Russian military
began an intensive bombing campaign in Syria in support of
Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad, Russia is struggling to
engineer a political solution in the war-ravaged country, ana-
lysts say. The Kremlin has presented its landmark Syria oper-
ation as a success, shrugging off western criticism over the
killing of civilians while claiming to have withdrawn a signifi-
cant part of its forces.

But the Russian military is still fighting, and President
Vladimir Putin has so far failed to secure a deal deemed
acceptable to other world powers to allow him to end the
intervention. “During the battle against the Islamic State
group (IS), it was easier for the various parties (Russia,
Turkey, Iran, US) to find common ground. Now that the fight
against IS is over, each has its own agenda and Russia is sud-
denly lost,” said Pavel Baev from the Oslo Peace Research
Institute.

Having controlled swathes of territory across Iraq and
Syria, IS has been pushed out by a US-led coalition in Iraq
and a Kurdish-led militia in Syria, while Russia and Iran have
worked with Assad’s forces to win back land from IS and

other rebel groups. But without a common enemy, interna-
tional alliances have splintered. 

Under pressure 
Turkish-led forces are

now pounding the
Kurdish-majority region
of Afrin, while the Syrian
regime is bombarding the
rebel enclave of Eastern
Ghouta, near Damascus, in
defiance of international
calls to halt the fighting.
Putin, who last December
praised the Russian army
for having “bri l l iant ly
accomplished” their mis-
sion, has forces involved
in the Eastern Ghouta
assault. As regional powers fight separate battles, the
divergent aims do not necessarily match the objectives of

the Kremlin, and another major player, Iran, is also unlikely
to want to give up influence it has gained. “Russia is under
pressure from Israel and the United States to moderate

Assad’s dependence on
Iran, which pays for the
regime’s security. But
Moscow does not have
enough f inancial
resources” to take the
place of Tehran, argues
Baev. And whi le Putin’s
strong backing for Assad
has made him a major
player in the Middle East,
it has also tied Russia to
the fortunes of the regime.
“Moscow is on a ridge. It
is in a very uncomfortable
leadership position which

must take responsibility,” said Julien Nocetti, researcher at
the French Institute of International Relations (IFRI).

Peace talks 
Forging a peace deal has so far proved impossible in a mul-

ti-sided proxy war that has killed hundreds of thousands and
seen millions more flee their homes. Despite separate Russian
and EU efforts to push peace talks, Assad has seemed more
intent on his forces bombarding rebel-held pockets, while
Syria’s main opposition and the Kurds also snubbed a Syria
peace congress hosted by Moscow in January.

“It is a mistake to believe that Russia has total control over
the Syrian executive. Moscow has a tangible influence in the
Syrian army and intelligence, but has no illusions about
Assad’s degree of personal loyalty. The boss/client relation-
ship is sometimes for the benefit of the client,” said Nocetti.
That too could complicate Russian peace efforts, particularly
as Washington still publicly insists Assad must go.

Analysts struggle to see how Russian diplomacy can bring
lasting peace to such an intractable conflict, but many also see
Moscow as vital to any future solution. “There will be no polit-
ical solution without Russia,” said Mathieu Boulegue from
think tank Chatham House. “It is the only non-regional diplo-
matic player able to talk with everyone else.” —Reuters
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Russia expels 23 
British diplomats 
as crisis deepens 
MOSCOW: Russia expelled 23 British diplomats yesterday
in a carefully calibrated retaliatory move against London,
which has accused the Kremlin of orchestrating a nerve tox-
in attack on a former Russian double agent and his daughter
in southern England. Escalating a crisis in relations, Russia
said it was also shutting down the activities of the British
Council, which fosters cultural links between the two coun-
tries, and Britain’s consulate-general in St Petersburg. 

The Russian Foreign Ministry said it was giving the 23
British diplomats one week to leave the country. The move,
which was tougher than expected, followed Britain’s decision
on Wednesday to expel 23 Russian diplomats over the attack
in the English city of Salisbury which left former Russian spy
Sergei Skripal, 66, and his daughter Yulia Skripal, 33, criti-
cally ill in hospital.

Moscow announced the measures on the eve of a presi-
dential election which incumbent Vladimir Putin should com-
fortably win. Putin has cast his country as a fortress
besieged by hostile Western powers with him as its defend-
er, and state media is likely to portray the anti-British move
in that context. The Foreign Ministry said Moscow’s meas-
ures were a response to what it called Britain’s “provocative
actions and groundless accusations”. It warned London it
stood ready to take further measures in the event of more
“unfriendly steps”.

Relations between London and Moscow have crashed to
a post-Cold War low over the Salisbury attack, the first
known offensive use of a nerve agent in Europe since World
War Two. The Russian Foreign Ministry summoned the
British ambassador, Laurie Bristow, to a meeting yesterday
morning in central Moscow at its Stalin-era headquarters
during which he was informed of the retaliatory measures.
Bristow told reporters afterwards that Britain had only
expelled the Russian diplomats after Moscow had failed to
explain how the nerve toxin had got to Salisbury.

“We will always do what is necessary to defend our-
selves,” the ambassador told reporters. Britain’s foreign min-
istry said it had anticipated Russia’s response and the
National Security Council would meet early next week to
consider next steps. “Our priority today is looking after our
staff in Russia and assisting those that will return to the UK,”
it said in a statement. “Russia’s response doesn’t change the
facts of the matter - the attempted assassination of two peo-

ple on British soil, for which there is no alternative conclu-
sion other than that the Russian State was culpable.” 

War of words
Russia’s response was more robust than expected. The clo-

sure of the British Council’s Moscow office will sever cultural ties,
while that of the consulate-general in St Petersburg will end
Britain’s diplomatic presence in Russia’s second city. Russian
news agencies cited politicians in Russia’s upper house of parlia-
ment as welcoming the move to close the British Council, alleging
it had been used as a cover by British spies. British lawmaker Tom
Tugendhat, chairman of the Foreign Affairs Select Committee,
said the move to close the organization’s office would hurt the
Russian people.

“It’s a great shame for the Russian people that they’re closing
the British Council which has done an awful lot to educate
Russian people in the English language and to help them get jobs
and opportunities around the world,” he told the BBC. Amid calls
from British politicians across the spectrum to take further action
against Russia, former British ambassador to Russia, Sir Roderic
Lyne, told the BBC that Britain should avoid getting dragged into
a prolonged show down with Russia. “I don’t think it would be
sensible to get dragged down into a mud wrestling battle with a
gorilla,” Lyne said. Russia has complained that Britain has failed
to provide any evidence of its involvement in the Salisbury attack
and has said it is shocked and bemused by the allegations. Britain
has escalated a war of words with Russia over the incident in
recent days. On Friday, British Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson
said it was overwhelmingly likely that Russian President Vladimir
Putin himself had made the decision to use a military-grade nerve
toxin to strike down Skripal. —Reuters

Facing raids and 
jail, anti-Kremlin 
opposition set to 
monitor election
MOSCOW: In a packed room, supporters of Russia’s main
opposition leader Alexei Navalny scribble notes as a lec-
turer gives tips on how to nab ballot-stuffers at today’s
polls. Keep toilet breaks discreet, avoid getting into fights
and resist invitations from polling station officials to slip
away for lunch, says lecturer Nikolai Levshits. “On March
18 you’re the main heroes of the day,” he said. 

“Just your presence at the polling station halves the
risk of violations.” Navalny, whose bid to stand for presi-
dent was scuppered by a criminal conviction, has urged
supporters to boycott the polls. He dismisses even the
nominally oppositional candidates as hand-picked by
President Vladimir Putin. But he nevertheless told support-
ers to chronicle violations as authorities are expected to
go all-out to boost turnout after a lacklustre campaign.
“We are putting out a huge number of observers for the
first time. It’s a very complex process. (The authorities) are
really bashing us,” Navalny told Echo of Moscow popular
radio station on Wednesday. 

Across Russia, law enforcement has raided the offices
of Navalny supporters and detained and jailed organiz-
ers. Navalny has urged against street protests on polling
day as a potential “gift to the Kremlin.” Nevertheless,
another opposition figure Ilya Yashin told AFP he
expected some protest activity. On election day, “there
probably could be some demonstrations because we see
there are a lot of discontented people,” Yashin said.
“Probably some will want to voice protest against the
procedure that’s being foisted on us under the guise of
elections.”

‘I can’t sit idly by’
The 60 or so would-be observers at Navalny’s cam-

paign office in Moscow included students, a journalist at a
Kremlin-loyal newswire and an actor with a number of film
and television roles. Most say they have never observed at
elections before. “The fact that Navalny isn’t a candidate is

very sad of course, but it’s not a reason to throw in the
towel,” said 19-year-old student Ivan Orlov. “I realized I
can’t sit idly by,” said Oleg Dulenin, a 44-year-old actor in
a bright flower-print shirt.  

“There’s no point voting now-for the authorities,
you’re just like a little insect,” he added. Navalny has
said that he expects some 26,000 supporters to work as
observers.  Nikolai Lyaskin, the head of the Moscow
campaign office, bounded in and urged people to moni-
tor the densely populated region around Moscow. “It’s
Dagestan in our backyard,” he said, referring to a North
Caucasus region notorious for ballot-stuffing and unbe-
lievably-high turnout figures.  “We will get absolutely
loads of falsifications” in the suburbs, he says, while
Moscow itself is likely to be under closer scrutiny and
more law-abiding.

Crackdown 
Lyaskin was hit over the head with an iron pipe in

September and spent 15 days in cells this year for
breaching rules on organizing protests. He is still under a
travel ban meaning he won’t be able to leave Moscow
himself. Amnesty International in a statement this week
warned of a “fierce crackdown” on activists, with
“prominent opposition voices arbitrarily detained and
charged with politically motivated offences.”

A burly bodyguard stood by as opposition campaign-
er Yashin in Moscow this week presented a damning
report on Putin’s rule. The pamphlet detailing corruption
and cronyism is dedicated to the memory of opposition
campaigner Boris Nemtsov, who was gunned down close
to the Kremlin three years ago. Days before, police con-
fiscated the main print-run of the report as it was being
handed over in an underground car park. “It reminded
me of a spy movie,” said Yashin. Such a reaction shows
“how explosive it is for Putin’s political position to dis-
seminate the truth,” he said.

Asked if now was the most dangerous time to be an
opposition activist in Russia, he told AFP: “What do you
think, after the death of Boris Nemtsov, is it dangerous
or not? I think there are certain risks.” In the north-
western city of Saint Petersburg, 11 people from
Navalny’s campaign team have been arrested and six
received sentences of up to 25 days.  “They are shutting
down the most active people. It’s a preventative meas-
ure,” said Polina Kostyleva, a pro-Navalny activist.”The
main task of the authorities is to prevent anyone raining
on their parade.” —AFP

SAINT PETERSBURG: Russian police guards a British Consulate
General’s building in Saint Peters burg yesterday. —AFP


