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Bleak	Prospects	for	Peace	in	Syria	

The	 conflict	 in	 Syria	has	entered	 its	 fifth	
year,	 with	 no	 resolution	 in	 sight.	 In	 the	
first	four	years	of	the	war,	the	UN	Security	
Council	(UNSC)	only	managed	to	adopt	a	
handful	 of	 consequential	 resolutions,	
most	notably	on	the	endorsement	of	the	
June	 2012	 Geneva	 Communiqué	 laying	
out	 steps	 for	 a	 transitional	 government	
with	full	executive	powers,	the	removal	of	
chemical	 weapons	 and	 access	 for	
humanitarian	relief	organisations.	After	a	
remarkable	 cessation	 of	 hostilities	 in	
March	 and	April	 2016,	 fighting	has	 once	
again	 broken	 out,	 causing	 significant	
casualties	 and	 further	 destruction,	 in	
blatant	 disregard	 of	 international	
humanitarian	law.	The	fact	that	both	the	
Syrian	regime	and	opposition	groups	still	
think	 that	 there	 is	 a	military	 solution	 to	
the	 crisis	 augurs	 badly	 for	 efforts	 to	
broker	peace.	

Paradoxically,	 it	 was	 the	 escalation	
sparked	 by	 the	 Russian	 military	
intervention	 in	 Syria	 in	 September	 2015	
that	refocused	international	attention	on	
Syria	and	triggered	renewed	international	
peace	efforts.	Crucially,	political	meetings	
in	Vienna	in	October	and	November	2015,	
co-sponsored	 by	 the	 United	 States	 and	
Russia,	 have	 led	 to	 the	establishment	of	
an	 inclusive	 ‘International	 Syria	 Support	
Group’	 (ISSG),	 which	 provides	 a	 new	
format	in	which	the	Syria	policy	of	the	UN,	
League	 of	 Arab	 States,	 EU	 and	 leading	
governments	can	be	aligned.	For	the	first	
time,	this	platform	also	unites	the	states	
in	 the	 region	 that	back	one	or	 the	other	
side	of	the	Syrian	conflict.	

As	 a	 result	 of	 these	 developments,	 the	
UNSC	was	able	to	adopt	Resolution	2254	
(in	 December	 2015),	 which	 defines	 the	
framework	for	a	solution	to	the	conflict	in	
Syria,	 based	 on	 political	 transition.	 This	
resolution	 is	 now	 considered	 to	 be	 the	
main	 reference	 for	 outlining	 the	 UN-
facilitated	 political	 process	 that	 should	
end	the	conflict	through	a	“Syrian-led	and	
Syrian-owned	political	 transition”	on	 the	
basis	 of	 the	 2012	 Geneva	 Communiqué	
and	 the	 2015	 Vienna	 Statements.	 The	
resolution	 further	 clarifies	 that	 the	
political	process	 is	 facilitated	by	 the	UN,	
through	its	Special	Envoy	for	Syria,	Staffan	
de	Mistura.	The	ISSG	is	acknowledged	as	
the	central	forum	to	facilitate	UN	efforts	
to	achieve	a	lasting	political	settlement	in	
Syria.	Thus	a	shared	responsibility	for	the	
political	process	is	vested	with	the	UN	and	
the	 ISSG.	 In	 terms	 of	 substance,	 the	
resolution	 adopts	 the	 benchmarks	 for	
political	 transition	 as	 spelled	 out	 in	 the	
Vienna	Statement	of	15	November	2014,	
namely	 to	 establish	 an	 “inclusive,	
credible,	 and	 non-sectarian	 governance”	
within	 six	 months	 and	 to	 set	 up	 “a	
schedule	and	a	process	for	drafting	a	new	
constitution.”	 The	 UN	 Special	 Envoy	
initiated	 the	 first	 round	 of	 the	 formal	
negotiations	on	29	January	2016	and	has	
since	held	three	rounds	of	talks	in	Geneva.	

The	ISSG	has	proved	to	be	pivotal	to	the	
process.	Whereas	 the	 EU	 participates	 in	
this	 ‘contact	 group’,	 it	 wields	 little	
political	power,	seeing	that	it	has	‘no	dog	
in	 the	 fight’.	 US	 and	 Russian	 leadership	
has	 been	 essential	 to	 overcoming	 a	
political	 impasse	 in	 reaction	 to	 the	
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military	escalation	in	Syria	that	had	led	to	
the	early	suspension	of	the	first	round	of	
the	Geneva	talks	in	February.	As	a	result,	
an	 ISSG	Ceasefire	Task	Force	 (co-chaired	
by	 the	 US	 and	 Russia)	 and	 an	 ISSG	
Humanitarian	Task	Force	 (chaired	by	the	
UN)	 were	 created.	 While	 the	 latter	 has	
been	able	to	broker	limited	but	important	
improvements	 in	humanitarian	access,	 it	
is	 the	 former	 Task	 Force’s	 ability	 to	
impose	the	first-ever	credible	cessation	of	
hostilities	that	is	essential.	

Prospects	 for	 sustainable	 peace	 in	 Syria	
are	contingent	on,	first,	the	Geneva	Talks	
leading	 to	 a	 political	 agreement	 on	
transition	 and,	 second,	 the	 transition	
process	fulfilling	the	benchmarks	of	a	new	
and	democratic	constitution,	followed	by	
free	 and	 fair	 parliamentary	 and	
presidential	 elections	 in	 line	 with	
international	standards.	But	to	achieve	all	
that,	 the	 US	 and	 Russia	 consider	 a	 new	
ceasefire	as	indispensable	to	a	successful	
continuation	of	the	peace	negotiations.	If	
possible,	 a	 new	 cessation	 of	 hostilities	
should	 be	 formalised	 into	 a	 ceasefire	
agreement,	even	before	the	conclusion	of	
the	Geneva	talks,	to	provide	the	basis	for	
decisions	 on	 security	 governance	
required	during	the	transition	phase.	The	
efficacy	of	the	UN	Security	Council,	which	

will	 need	 to	 endorse	 and	 support	 a	
political	 agreement,	 if	 it	 is	 reached	 in	
Geneva,	depends	entirely	on	a	US-Russian	
mutual	understanding	on	Syria.	

Meanwhile,	 the	 role	 of	 the	 EU	 in	 the	
negotiation	 process	 is	 mostly	 limited	 to	
supporting	the	US	and	Russia	in	finding	a	
solution	to	the	conflict.	The	EU	can	assist	
in	 preventing	 regional	 powers	 from	
undermining	the	Geneva	talks.	Thanks	to	
its	role	in	overseeing	the	implementation	
of	 the	 nuclear	 deal	 with	 Iran	 and	 its	
exploration	of	new	 fields	of	 cooperation	
(e.g.,	trade,	investment,	macro-economic	
and	 finance	 cooperation,	 combating	
narco-trafficking),	 the	 EU	 is	 uniquely	
placed	 to	 offer	 assurances	 to	 Tehran.	 In	
view	of	the	deep	scepticism	on	the	Arab	
side	of	 the	Gulf,	 in	particular	 from	Saudi	
Arabia,	 about	 Iran’s	 actual	 intentions	 in	
the	 region,	 it	 is	 imperative	 that	 the	
emerging	EU	relationship	with	Iran	is	not	
seen	 to	 be	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the	 Arab	
states.	 The	 EU	 should	 refute	 the	
prevailing	 zero-sum	 attitude	 and	
encourage	 broad	 regional	 cooperation,	
particularly	 in	 supporting	 conflict	
resolution	in	Syria.	

As	 in	 previous	 situations	 where	 the	 EU	
was	 not	 a	 (political)	 player	 but	 a	 payer,	

the	Union’s	role	in	Syria	will	primarily	be	
that	 of	 post-conflict	 peacebuilder.	 The	
Union’s	material	support	in	implementing	
a	 future	peace	agreement	will	be	critical	
to	mustering	 the	Marshall	 Plan-scale	 aid	
that	Syria	and	the	Syrian	people	need	for	
a	 successful	 transition.	Here,	 the	EU	has	
many	different	elements	to	offer:	lifting	of	
sanctions,	 political	 recognition,	 technical	
expertise,	 funding	 for	 reconstruction,	
long-term	 development	 assistance,	
creating	 trade	 and	 investment	
opportunities,	 and	 so	 on.	 Key	 to	 the	
reconciliation	 of	 fractured	 communities	
will	 be	 the	 EU’s	 support	 in	 assuring	
accountability	 for	 crimes	 committed	
during	the	war.	

The	Syrian	people	are	following	all	signals	
sent	 by	 international	 institutions	 and	
leading	 governments	with	 keen	 interest.	
Syrians	 may	 pressure	 their	 political	
representatives	 to	 be	 more	 flexible	 and	
agree	 to	 a	 solution	 that	 enjoys	 broad	
international	support,	and	they	will	count	
on	 the	 European	 Union	 to	 play	 a	
substantial	 part	 in	 the	 post-conflict	
rehabilitation	that	they	and	their	country	
will	need.		

Steven	Blockmans	
Head	of	EU	Foreign	Policy,	CEPS	

EU	Capabilities	for	Conflict	Prevention	and	Peacebuilding:	
A	capabilities-based	assessment	–	new	paper	
“EU	 Capabilities	 for	 Conflict	 Prevention	
and	Peacebuilding:	A	Capabilities-Based	
Assessment”	develops	a	conceptual	and	
methodological	 framework	 for	 the	
implementation	 of	 the	 EU-CIVCAP	
project,	 to	 ensure	 consistency	 across	
different	 work	 packages	 and	
deliverables.	 Drawing	 on	 a	 range	 of	
different	 literatures	 (strategic	
management,	development	studies,	and	
military	studies),	the	paper	introduces	a	
capabilities-based	 assessment	 (CBA)	

framework	 to	 assess	 existing	 and	
required	capabilities	in	order	for	the	EU	
to	achieve	its	goals	in	peacebuilding	and	
with	a	view	to	identifying	gaps.	By	linking	
goals	 to	 capabilities,	 this	 framework	
departs	from	the	methods	employed	by	
previous	assessments	of	EU	capabilities,	
which	have	only	 focused	on	 short-term	
requirements,	towards	a	more	strategic	
and	 holistic	 approach	 to	 capability	
development.	 The	 paper	 also	 outlines	
the	 project’s	 methodology	 and	 data	

collection	methods,	including	ethics	and	
risk-related	 issues	 to	 be	 considered	 by	
EU-CIVCAP	 researchers	 conducting	
empirical	 fieldwork	 in	conflict	and	post-
conflict	areas.	

Authors:	
Ana	 E.	 Juncos,	 Lecturer	 in	 European	
Politics	 and	 EU-CIVCAP	 Consortium	
Coordinator	and	
Gilberto	 Algar-Faria,	 Senior	 Research	
Associate	and	EU-CIVCAP	Project	Officer	
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Expert	Network	

The	 EU-CIVCAP	 Expert	 of	 the	 month,	
Daniela	 Irrera,	 voices	 concerns	 about	
the	 temporary	 measures	 for	 managing	
asylum	 seekers	 within	 the	 EU.	 The	 so-
called	 Refugee	 Facility	 agreed	 between	
the	 EU	 and	 Turkey,	 for	 example,	might	
become	a	long-term	strategy	(click	here	
to	access	the	op-ed).		

In	 an	 LSE	 Comment	 Daniela	 Irrera	 also	
looks	at	how	NGOs	participate	in	saving	
people	and	alleviating	EU	responsibilities	
in	 rescue	 operations	 in	 the	
Mediterranean	 following	 the	 EU-Turkey	
deal	(click	here	to	assess	the	analysis).	

Expert	 of	 the	 Month	 for	 March	 2016,	
Prof	 Richard	 G.	 Whitman,	 argues	 that	
the	effectiveness	of	the	EU	as	a	mediator	
is	closely	linked	to	the	development	of	its	
foreign	 and	 security	 policy.	 For	 more	
detail,	see	"The	importance	of	mediation	
for	the	EU’s	international	profile".	

Events	

	

Future	Events	

In	 September	 2016:	 Conflict	
Prevention	 and	 Peacebuilding	 Forum,	
Brussels.		

In	 October	 2016:	 The	 first	 ‘Research	
meets	policy’	seminar	will	take	place	at	
CEPS,	 Brussels.	 The	main	 objective	 of	
the	 seminar	 is	 to	 engage	 policy-
makers,	practitioners	and	 researchers	
in	discussions	about	how	the	research-
policy-practice	 nexus	 can	 be	
strengthened.	 These	 seminars	 will	
identify	 present	 and	 future	 research	
needs,	 assess	 policy	 and	 research	
capacities,	and	chart	a	way	forward	to	
better	 match	 research	 outputs	 with	
policy	needs.		

On	 17–18	 November	 2016:	 Executive	
Board	Meeting,	Rome.	

On	 17–18	 November	 2016:	
Consortium	Assembly,	Rome.	

On	17–18	November	2016:	Workshop	
on	 Technologies,	 Procedures	 and	
Personnel	 in	 Conflict	 Prevention	 and	
Peacebuilding,	Rome.		

Past	Events	

On	 11	 May	 2016:	 The	 first	 Conflict	
Prevention	 and	 Peacebuilding	 Policy	
Forum	 of	 the	 EU-CIVCAP	 project	
focused	on	“Post-conflict	Syria:	Which	
EU	 civilian	 capabilities	 for	
reconstruction?”	took	place	at	CEPS.		

Chair:	 Steven	 Blockmans,	 Head	 of	 EU	
Foreign	Policy,	CEPS		

Speakers:	 Antje	Herrberg,	 Co-founder	
and	CEO	of	MediatEUr;	Pierre	Vimont,	
Senior	 Associate	 at	 Carnegie	 Europe	
and	 former	 Executive	 Secretary	
General	 of	 the	 European	 External	
Action	 Service;	 Mazen	 Darwish	
President	 of	 the	 Syrian	 Centre	 for	
Media	and	Freedom	of	Expression.		

Panellists	 considered	 avenues	 for	 the	
implementation	 of	 a	 possible	 peace	
deal	for	Syria.	It	also	critically	assessed	
the	non-military	 instruments	 that	 the	
EU	can	contribute	to	the	post-conflict	
international	peacebuilding	effort.	The	
seminar	 provided	 an	 ex	 ante	
evaluation	of	the	relevance	of	the	tools	
in	the	EU’s	kit,	and	applied	it	to	one	of	
the	most	 dramatic	 crisis	 situations	 in	
the	EU’s	neighbourhood.		

The	 lunchtime	 seminar	 was	 held	 at	
CEPS	 and	 engaged	 academics,	 policy-
makers	 and	 other	 stakeholders	 in	
discussions	 about	 current	
developments.		

On	 11	 May	 2016:	 Executive	 Board	
Meeting,	Brussels.		

	 	

From	 left	 to	 right:	 Interpreter,	Mazen	
Darwish,	 Antje	 Herrberg,	 Steven	
Blockmans	and	Pierre	Vimont	
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Publications

New	publication:	 In	an	op-ed	published	
in	the	EUobserver,	Prof	Michael	E.	Smith	
(University	 of	 Aberdeen)	 warns	 Europe	
against	 conducting	 an	 over-zealous	
search	 for	 recriminations	 and	 remedies	
in	 its	 struggle	 against	 terrorism.	 Click	
here	to	access	the	op-ed.	

	

New	 policy	 brief:	 Dr	 Giovanni	 Faleg	
(CEPS)	argues	 that	a	stable	Libya	would	
close	 the	 door	 to	 Daesh.	 Click	 here	 to	
read	the	policy	brief.	

	

New	Special	Issue:	Civilian	Capacities	for	
Peace	 Operations:	 A	 View	 from	 the	
Western	Balkans.	

During	 and	 ever	 since	 the	 protracted	
conflict	in	the	1990s,	the	Western	Balkan	
states	 have	 received	 international	
peacekeeping	 assistance.	 However,	 in	
recent	 years	 they	 have	 become	
providers	 of	 both	 military	 and	 civilian	

staff	 to	 peace	 operations	 abroad.	 The	
Belgrade	 Centre	 for	 Security	 Policy	
(BCSP),	 in	 cooperation	 with	 the	
Norwegian	 Institute	 of	 International	
Affairs	 (NUPI),	 conducted	 a	 baseline	
study	on	the	Western	Balkans	states	and	
their	 contribution	 to	 peacebuilding	
operations	 abroad,	 focusing	 on	 their	
largest	 untapped	 potential	 –	 civilian	
capacities.	A	special	issue	of	the	Journal	
of	 Regional	 Security,	 	 produced	 jointly	
with	 the	 Faculty	 of	 Political	 Sciences	 at	
the	 University	 of	 Belgrade,	 was	
published	 with	 articles	 providing	 in-
depth	 analyses	 of	 the	 legal	 and	
institutional	framework	for	participation	
in	 peace	 operations	 abroad,	 while	
identifying	 best	 practices	 and	
comparative	 advantages	 among	 the	 six	
countries	covered	by	the	study.	For	each	
of	the	Western	Balkan	states	included	in	
the	research,	a	series	of	policy	briefings	
was	developed	with	partner	institutions	

from	 the	 region,	 outlining	 the	 most	
important	 findings	 for	 Albania,	 Bosnia	
and	 Herzegovina,	 Croatia,	 Macedonia,	
Montenegro	and	Serbia.		

The	 main	 finding	 is	 that	 the	 civilian	
capacities	 of	 these	 states	 are	 currently	
under	 development	 and	 that	 there	 is	 a	
shared	 trend	 of	 deploying	 primarily	
military	 troops	 and	 capabilities.	
Moreover,	 the	 basic	 legislation	 that	
covers	peacekeeping	puts	the	respective	
Ministries	of	Defence	in	the	driving	seat,	
which	means	that	civilian	participation	in	
peace	operations	 is	under-regulated	(or	
with	regulation	dispersed	across	several	
pieces	 of	 legislation).	 This	 has	 led	 to	 a	
modest	 civilian	 participation	 in	 peace	
operations	within	 these	 states,	whilst	 a	
regional	pattern	of	the	deploying	police	
forces	is	also	visible.	

Brexit	Blog	

The	EU-CIVCAP	website	currently	hosts	a	
section	 on	 the	 implication	 of	 Brexit	 for	
the	 UK	 and	 EU’s	 ability	 to	 deal	 with	
conflict	prevention	and	peacebuilding.	In	
his	blog	Prof	Simon	Duke,	a	member	of	
EU-CIVCAP	Expert	Network,	argues	 that	
in	the	lead-up	to	the	UK’s	EU	referendum	
on	 23	 June	 2016	 foreign	 and	 security	
policy	will	be	one	of	the	major	topics	of	
discussion.		

We	 invite	you	to	post	comments	below	
the	 article,	 entitled	 "Global	 Reach	 and	
Global	Influence:	Without	the	EU?“	

For	 her	 part,	 Daniela	 Irrera	 argues	 that	
Brexit	will	not	only	affect	the	EU	but	also	
the	international	system	as	a	whole.	Click	
here	to	access	the	op-ed.	

Prof	 Christoph	 Meyer,	 Professor	 of	
European	 and	 International	 Politics	 at	
Kings	College	 London	and	a	member	of	
the	 EU-CIVCAP	 Expert	 Network,	 argues	
that	 Brexit	 would	 make	 the	 UK	 less	
secure.	

Christopher	 Langton,	 Head	 of	
Independent	 Conflict	 Research	 and	
Analysis	(ICRA)	and	a	member	of	the	EU-

CIVCAP	 Expert	 Network	 recalls	 that	
history	shows	us	that	a	disunited	Europe	
is	a	dangerous	place.	

IAI	 reflects	 on	 Italy	 and	 the	
Renegotiation	 of	 the	 UK's	 EU	
Membership	 and	 Brexit	 or	 No	 Brexit?	
Political	and	Institutional	Implications	of	
an	EU	without	the	UK.	

CEPS	 analyses	 the	 EU	 deal	 to	 avoid	
Brexit:	 Take	 it	 or	 leave	 and	 the	 Final	
Brexit	 Question:	 The	 known	 Plan	 A	 to	
remain	or	the	unknown	Plan	B	to	leave	
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Contact	us	

Website:	http://www.eu-civcap.net/	 Facebook:	https://www.facebook.com/eucivcap	

Email:	eu-civcap@bristol.ac.uk	 Twitter:	https://twitter.com/eucivcap	

	
Horizon	2020	funded	

	
This	project	has	received	funding	from	the	European	Union’s	Horizon	2020	research	
and	innovation	programme	under	grant	agreement	no.:	653227.	The	content	reflects	
only	the	authors’	views,	and	the	European	Commission	is	not	responsible	for	any	use	
that	may	be	made	of	the	information	it	contains.	
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