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TURKEY, RUSSIA PUSH FOR SAFE-ZONES IN SYRIA

- 04.05.2017

Al Jazeera (04 May 2017)

The presidents of Russia and Turkey are pushing for the creation of safe-zones in war-torn Syria as
talks were expected to resume on Thursday in Kazakhstan between the government and
opposition.

Meeting in the Russian resort town of Sochi, Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Vladimir Putin expressed
hope on Wednesday the Syrian government and rebels would adopt this latest proposal to "de-
escalate" the conflict, which has run now for six years and claimed some 400,000 lives.

"We both proceed on the basis that - and this is our common position - the creation of safe zones
should lead to further pacification and cessation of hostilities," said Putin.

Turkey and Russia are deeply entangled in the war in Syria, including each having troops on the
ground - Ankara supporting various Syrian opposition factions and Moscow backing President
Bashar al-Assad's forces.

The rebels suspended their participation at the talks in Astana, the Kazakh capital, on Wednesday
in protest of air strikes targeting areas under their control in Syria, demanding a halt to the
government's bombardment.

The Syrian armed opposition will return to the talks on Thursday, RIA news agency quoted a
source close to the negotiations as saying. Reuters news agency reported the rebel delegation had
not yet arrived at the venue.

Russian representatives had presented the rebels with a proposal for four "de-escalation zones" in
Syria where the warring sides would be separated by "security lines".

"About terrorists, in spite of the creation of these zones, the war on terror will be ongoing - against
such organisations as so-called Islamic State [ISIL], Jabhat al-Nusra, and those ones that are put on
the list of terrorist organisations approved by the United Nations," Putin said .

Putin said Russian and Syrian government jets would halt flights over the specified zones if all
sides respect the ceasefire.

The proposal presented to the rebels in Astana delineates four zones in Syria where front lines
between the government and rebels would be frozen and fighting halted, according to a statement
made by rebels.

The four include areas in the provinces of Idlib and Homs, the eastern Ghouta suburbs outside



Damascus, and an area in the south of the country.

The zones, according to a document received by rebels, would be monitored by international
observers and allow for the voluntary return of refugees.

"We won't admit the emergence on our southern borders of enemy enclaves that would endanger
our territorial integrity and security," Erdogan said.

Late Wednesday, Syria's foreign ministry said Damascus is "fully backing" the Russian initiative on
the four ceasefire areas, according to the state-run SANA news agency.

But Ahmed Ramadan, an opposition representative, told The Associated Press that rebels
requested a written answer on a number of questions, including why the ceasefire would only be in
effect in the four areas instead of a nationwide truce.

This is the fourth round of talks in Astana since January. Separately, there have been five rounds of
UN-sponsored Syria peace talks in Geneva since 2012, but none have led to a sustainable
ceasefire.

Later Wednesday, the UN Syria envoy, Staffan de Mistura, called on the rebels to return to the
talks in Astana "because what is important is also to look at the possibility of an outcome on a de-
escalation". He stressed the importance of not destroying "the opportunity of good news" related
to this issue.
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