
1

SYRIA – BEYOND WAR?
Highlighting efforts contributing to peacebuilding in Syria

Introduction
Since our summer edition, there have been several important themes that have developed in relation to Syria. The escalating 
refugee crisis, the Russian military intervention in Syria as well as the UN’s working groups initiative and other diplomatic endeav-
ours have all attracted international attention. Along with other important events, these issues have affected the debates around 
Syria and are integral to future developments. 

The escalating refugee crisis and the ongoing debate around refugees arriving in European countries have in effect led to a higher 
commitment to find solutions for the Syrian conflict. The Russian military intervention has affected the geopolitical dynamics in 
the area and the balance of power within Syria. Meanwhile, the UN working groups proposed by Staffan De Mistura and his team 
still face an unclear future with questions about how they will develop and whether they will effectively  put the foundation for 
future peace talks. At the same time, there are different forums for talks that have started, most prominently the “Vienna Talks”, 
which have set a precedent in regards to convening all major international stakeholders on one table, albeit having no Syrians 
present within the meeting. 

Throughout all of these developments, the situation on the ground remains in a dire state with deteriorating humanitarian condi-
tions. Yet peacebuilding and relief work continue to take place in response, along with the establishment of different governance 
mechanisms, prompting questions about future institutions in Syria.

To reflect on these themes, we have selected some articles that provide insights on these topics.

We wish you a pleasant reading.

The Russian  
Military Intervention
The literature and reports surrounding the Russian interven-
tion in Syria have greatly varied in their analysis of how it 
will affect the conflict. There has been wide condemnation 
of the attacks, especially amid reports of civilian casualties 
and the targeting of non-ISIS areas. Others are viewing it as 
another Afghanistan for Russia, or put in a less drastic way, 
a move that will cost Russia more than it can handle. On the 
other end of the spectrum, there are reports focusing on the 
opportunities it provides in terms of pushing the parties clos-
er to the negotiating table. Many observers also comment 
on the changes in the balance of power within Syria and the 
effect it will have on the positioning of the regime and the 
different opposition groups.

Three selected articles provide insights into some of these 
different angles of how the Russian intervention is perceived. 

November 2015

Russia’s Military Intervention in Syria.  
“Its Operation Plan, Objectives, and 
Consequences for the West’s Policies”

Markus Kaim, Oliver Tamminga,  
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP comments) 
November 2015 
 
 
Along with analyzing the military nature of the intervention, 
the authors examine its effect in regards to the positioning 
of Russia in the Syrian context, the repercussions that this 
would have on prolonging or resolving the conflict, and its 
impact beyond Syria. 

Read the full article here

http://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publications/swp-comments-en/swp-aktuelle-details/article/russias_military_intervention_in_syria.html
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The Russian- Iranian Quagmire in  
the Middle East

Lina Khatib, Arab Reform Initiative  
October 2015

Lina Khatib argues that the intervention does not necessarily 
serve Russia’s interests in the long term. She also provides a 
comparative analysis of the differences between Russian and 
Iranian interests in Syria.

Read the full article here

Leaving Syrians No Options
José Ciro Martínez, Brent Eng, Sada 
October 2015

This article provides a local view of the situation on the 
ground amid the Russian intervention, and how “by destroy-
ing rebel groups’ attempts at local governance, Russian mil-
itary assistance is helping Assad present his government as 
the only viable force to rule Syria“.

Read the full article here

Governance

Governance without Government  
in Syria: Civil Society and State Building  
during Conflict

Rana Khalaf, Syria Studies Center, vol 7, no. 3 
2015

This study aims to provide a better understanding of the gov-
ernance dynamics in the non-government controlled parts 
of Syria, a topic of increased importance, especially amid 
the recent events. As the author says, the article “pays par-
ticular attention to civil society and state building processes 
both prior to 2011 and specifically focusing on the post-2011 
time”. Geographically, the author focuses on three areas: Al-
Raqqa (the city), Deir Ez-zor (Al-Mayadeen and the city) and 
Aleppo (the city).

Read the full study here

Russian Sukhoi Su-25 at Latakia. Photo: Mil.ru (CC BY 4.0)

http://www.arab-reform.net/sites/default/files/The%20Russian-Iranian%20Quagmire%20in%20Syria.pdf
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=61763
http://ojs.st-andrews.ac.uk/index.php/syria/article/view/1176/911
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Syrian refugee camp on the Turkish border. Photo: Voice of America

Local Peacebuilding  
and Humanitarian Work
 
In the midst of the conflict, Syrian actors are still active in 
peacebuilding and humanitarian work. Below are two pub-
lications that show these activities. The first is a study on 
women’s peace activism in Syria and the second is an article 
about the challenges faced by medical NGOs operating inside 
of Syria.

“Peacebuilding Defines our Future Now”,  
a Study of Women’s Peace Activism  
in Syria

Badael Foundation, Ghazzawi, Mohammad, Ramadan 
October 2015

Read the full report here

Syrian Medical NGOs in the Crisis: Realities, 
Perspectives and Challenges

Zedoun Alzoubi, “Syrian Voices on Syria” series,  
NOREF and swisspeace 
October 2015

Read the full article here

Peace Talks?
 
Instead of attempting a high-stakes Geneva III Conference, 
Staffan De Mistura and his team have established “working 
groups” on 1) Safety and Protection, 2) Political and Legal 
Issues, 3) Military, Security and Counterterrorism and 4) Pub-
lic Services, Reconstruction, and Development. The purpose 
is to allow for nonbinding discussions between different 
parties in the Syrian conflict under the auspices of the UN. At 
the same time, different international actors came together 
for more direct talks, referred to as the “Vienna Talks”. The 
first meeting took place on 30 October and was attended by 
representatives from the UN, EU and seventeen countries, 
including Iran and Saudi Arabia. This presents a precedent 
in regards to previous Syria talks and led to some cautious 
optimism about the process, despite the strongly contentious 
environment that was reportedly in the room, the miss-
ing presence of Syrians and the continued violence on the 
ground. Actors decided to resume talks in two weeks, with 
numerous difficult questions and issues ahead, one of which 
is Assad’s fate.

Below are articles providing an overview of the two process-
es; the first is on De Mistura’s working groups and the second 
is on the Vienna Talks.

The Merits of Minimalism in Syria’s Peace 
Process: De Mistura’s Working Groups

Aron Lund, Carnegie Endowment 
7 October 2015 

Read the full article here

World Powers Agree to More Talks  
on Syria Crisis

AlJazeera 
31 October 2015 

Read the full article here 

http://www.peacebuilding.no
http://www.swisspeace.ch/
http://badael.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Syria_october22.pdf
http://www.peacebuilding.no/Regions/Middle-East-and-North-Africa/Syria/Publications/Syrian-medical-NGOs-in-the-crisis-realities-perspectives-and-challenges
http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=61531
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/10/world-powers-agree-talks-syria-crisis-151031052852539.html

