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Open letter to Lakhdar Brahimi, UN-Arab League Envoy to Syria 

1 September 2012 

 

Dear Ambassador Brahimi, 

As you take up your role as UN-Arab League envoy to Syria, we at the United Nations 
Association UK write to express our support and sincere hopes for your success. 

Your task is not an enviable one. One imagines that the shortlist of those capable (and willing) 
to tackle it was very short indeed. Since Mr Annan’s departure, confidence in a diplomatic 
solution is low, and it is clear that many parties within and outside Syria now see military means 
as the best way forward. 

But it is equally clear that diplomacy is needed, now, to underpin discussions on military action, 
and even more so when the guns go silent. The war has already killed some 20,000 people and 
ruined the lives of millions. It has spilled over to Lebanon and drawn in a dangerous assortment 
of foreign actors including Al-Qaeda. And there is still no consensus, even amongst opposition 
groups, on a transition process. 

As you know, pursuing a military approach in this complex environment is fraught with difficulty. 
External involvement of any nature will have major implications for legitimacy and post-conflict 
responsibility. Partial engagement could prolong the fighting (arguably, it already has) and 
‘safe’ or ‘no fly’ zones will need substantial military commitment. Support designed to tip the 
balance is also problematic. A desperate Assad could ratchet up the killings or, in final 
desperation, turn to chemical weapons. Moreover, without a unified opposition, backing 
certain groups risks alienating others. 

Whatever course is pursued will need concerted diplomacy to succeed. The end game must 
not be Assad's removal alone but a stable, inclusive Syria at peace with its neighbours. It is 
therefore crucial that all parties with a legitimate interest, internal and external, are involved in 
the transition and post-conflict planning. The more effort put into the political side now, the 
easier the transition will be. Having a plan in place may even encourage war-weary parties to 
return to the table sooner. 

Achieving this will not be easy, even for such a capable operator as yourself, but it is too early 
to dismiss the chances of your succeeding. 

First, the international community has yet to exhaust the diplomatic means available to it. 
While bodies like the Arab League and EU have sought to isolate the regime, others have 
cushioned the impact. By using their Security Council vetoes, Russia and China have provided 
Assad with political cover and enabled him to circumvent sanctions. A referral to the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), so timely in Libya, also remains elusive. Clearly, pressure 
could still be applied on the basis of the application of international law and of Assad's loss of 
legitimacy. 



Second, there are points of consensus for you to build on. The Security Council has endorsed 
the Annan plan and the steps proposed by the Syria Action Group. The plan’s failure stemmed 
from politics and timing, not substance. It contains several elements that could form the basis 
of a new Council resolution on a transition process, for example, leading to Assad’s departure 
whilst preserving state institutions, enabling the country to function when the war ends. 

Third, as the points of contention are well known, it should be possible to craft a resolution 
avoiding them. Such a resolution should have clear parameters, avoiding ambiguous 
language (e.g. ‘all necessary measures’), and focus squarely on a Syrian-led transition and 
civilian protection, a widely-accepted norm distinct from the responsibility to protect. It should 
seek to hold parties to their existing commitments and include the possibility of further 
measures, a key provision of the Council’s recent resolution on Yemen. 

Fourth, agreement on these measures could be formed outside the Council, within the Action 
Group for instance. For opposition groups, conditions should centre on creating broad support. 
They need to do much more to convince Alawites, Kurds, Christians and others – within and 
outside the country – that they can build a pluralist, democratic Syria. For the regime, a 
Yemen-style transition might be a possibility. While accountability is an essential consideration, 
Charles Taylor knows only too well that justice can follow at a later stage. 

Fifth, there is some movement towards unified regional pressure, with Syria’s suspension from 
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation and Egypt’s plan to create a ‘contact group’ that 
includes Iran. Tehran is often more pragmatic than its rhetoric belies and, given its interests in a 
post-Assad Syria, may prove willing to play a constructive role as Assad's time runs out. 

Finally, there is scope for breaking the Security Council deadlock. In February, it came close to 
adopting a strong resolution with a 13-2 vote. Even China reportedly considered abstaining. 
While it and Russia have interests in Syria, these should not be overstated. Syria is neither a 
significant market nor a pivotal oil producer. Both countries trade far more with the EU and, 
crucially, with regional powers that are staunchly anti-Assad. They have supported Council 
action on situations of greater national significance, notably Georgia, North Korea and Iran. 
(China, for example, did not block the referral of Sudan, then its largest oil supplier, to the ICC.) 
And they have contributed to the Council’s post-Cold War shift towards addressing internal 
conflicts, which, according to the International Peace Institute, made up the majority of its 
resolutions (617 to be precise) in 1989-2006. 

Whether such efforts will stop the bloodshed remains to be seen. It is likely that a credible 
threat of force will be necessary to underpin them. But we firmly believe that there is real merit 
in pursuing a comprehensive Security Council resolution and post-conflict framework, ready for 
when a tipping point is reached. 

Though fighting may have to continue for a while, we salute your efforts to build the 
foundations for peace and believe they will bear fruit in due course. 

 

The United Nations Association UK is the UK's leading source of independent analysis on the UN 
and a grassroots movement campaigning for a safer, fairer and more sustainable world. 


