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Should we really blame Kofi Annan for failure to make peace in Syria?
BY JAMES TRAUB | AUGUST 3, 2012

Kofi Annan has finally, belatedly, admitted that his peace mission to Syria has failed. And since the
international community has been unable to agree on any other effort to stop the killing in Syria, there's no
prospect of anything happening in Syria -- save more bloodshed, more ethnic fragmentation, and the blurring of
all moral distinctions between the two sides, as the rebels, their ranks swelled by foreign and home-grown
jihadists, carry out atrocities of their own, such as the recent executions in Aleppo. Civil wars can have just
causes -- this one does -- but rarely just actors.
So whose failure is it? In his op-ed in the Financial Times, Annan blamed everyone save himself -- Syria's
neighbors, the Security Council, and of course Syrian President Bashar al-Assad. What about the messenger
himself? Should we blame Annan? It is just possible to devise an argument that he should have behaved
differently, for example by rallying support for his mission with NATO before offering himself as an interlocutor
in Damascus? It's hard to see how that would have mattered. The only meaningful criticism of Annan's mission
is that he never should have undertaken it in the first place. But that claim, in turn, requires that one believe that
the world could have and should have done something much more forceful instead -- i.e., bombing Syria. Those
of us who believe no such thing are in no position to blame Annan for trying to fill a vacuum, as I wrote in an
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earlier column.
Perhaps this failure will constitute a permanent blemish on Annan's record. I would say, however, that it should
remind us that peace-brokering diplomacy without the threat of meaningful consequences, whether in the
Balkans or Sudan or Syria, is a futile act. FP's Colum Lynch quoted me on the subject for a piece on Annan in
the Washington Post last week, and I will stand by that: "There is a kind of happy convergence between Kofi's
willingness to try a thing that may make him look naive and the world's wish to have him try this because it
doesn't have anything more effective and forceful that it is prepared to do."
So how much of this failure will, or should, cling to the administration of President Barack Obama? The White
House has persistently refused to do any of the things that war hawks believe will tip the balance: mount a
Libya-style air campaign, establish "safe havens" along the borders, or arm the rebels. But Obama has declined
to act forcefully not out of pusillanimity in the face of Russian intransigence, as hawks like John McCain insist,
or out of post-Libya intervention fatigue, but rather out of the recognition that military support for the rebels is
likely to lead to more, not less, violence and chaos. The most passionate White House advocates of intervention
in Libya, including Susan Rice, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, oppose any similar action in Syria on
practical grounds -- not political and certainly not moral ones. On balance, we should be grateful that Obama is
so profoundly prudential a figure.
The White House supported the Annan mission in the hopes that the combination of diplomacy and the growing
strength of the opposition would persuade Russia to end its cynical support for the Assad regime. That was a
long shot, but it wasn't absurd -- again, given the alternatives, which is to say, military action or nothing.
Libya, it turns out, was a very poor test case of the world's capacity to respond to the threat of mass atrocities.
Libya was sui generis, since virtually the entire population was united in loathing the country's leader. That is
rarely the case, and especially not in heterogeneous countries where a leader can count on support from
members of his own ethnic group. This is why, for example, Sudan's Omar el-Bashir has proved impossible to
dislodge despite having been indicted for genocide by the International Criminal Court. This is why European
forces remain in Bosnia seventeen years after the Dayton Accords forced Serbian forces to withdraw. But a
Bosnia-type solution, rather than a Libyan one, for Syria would mean that the international community -- i.e.,
NATO and regional allies -- would have had to first use force to oust Assad and then send in a robust
peacekeeping force to occupy the country as well as some sort of state-building apparatus. Of course, the
Bosnians welcomed such a massive presence (at first) because they had no prior sovereignty to be violated; no
Arab state would ever accept so gross an infringement on national self-determination.
The failure is thus in the nature of things, that is, in the tragic nature of statecraft, in the limits of outside powers
to stop evil. But what then? The United States is a signatory, as are all other states, to the doctrine of "the
responsibility to protect," which stipulates that states have an affirmative obligation to prevent and halt atrocities
both within their borders and elsewhere. Obama has very publicly committed himself to R2P, as the doctrine
is known. How can you accept the tragic limitations of statecraft when you have embraced so sweeping a
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doctrine? In repudiating the cynicism of indifference, has he chosen instead the hypocrisy of fine words and no
action?
It's worth noting that neither the Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect (where I am a fellow) nor
many other human rights groups have called for military action in Syria. There can be no moral obligation to act
when action might magnify the evil one seeks to end. And yet to accept that states have moral obligations beyond
their borders is to accept the need to act effectively, rather than, for example, to say that the responsibility lies
with the neighbors. If something won't work, you try something else.
What is that something else? The answer shifts with the facts on the ground. The tide is turning against Assad as
towns and whole regions slip from his grasp. He will fight on, and kill many more people, and then he will either
leave or die. And he will leave behind him a heavily armed Alawite population which believes, perhaps rightly,
that the Sunni majority won't live with them. This is the problem behind the problem -- a more dangerous one
for the neighborhood and perhaps the world than the prospect of a nuclear-capable Iran, as Vali Nasr
suggested last week in the New York Times.
In the Financial Times, Annan wrote that the United States and others must persuade the opposition, as they
have not done so far, to "embrace a fully inclusive political process -- that will include communities and
institutions currently associated with the government." What's more, as Nasr writes, Washington must help
fashion an inclusive solution which both Russia and Iran feel they can live with. And then some kind of
peacekeeping force will have to keep the parties from each others' throats. Such a force, operating under U.N.
auspices but fortified with European troops, currently exists in Lebanon and has helped preserve a very fragile
peace. Syrians might well accept Western forces so long as they served under a U.N. banner; in fact, they might
greatly prefer them to soldiers from neighboring powers like Turkey. The United States would have to contribute
some troops in order to persuade allies to do so. That is a very modest and calibrated response to a profound
moral crisis; but it is much to be preferred to the realism of "we have no dog in that fight" or to a militarism
which willfully neglects the consequences of American acts.
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The UN is powerless
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WimRoffel
Annan's mission was to mediate. Instead he behaved like Obama's political envoy and not even attempted to organize talks between Syria's
opposition and government. Instead he focused on pressuring Assad to resign or making suicidal moves like unilaterally giving up the use of
heavy arms.

Annan completely overlooked the fact that Assad has considerable domestic support. As a consequence Syria is now on the road towards a
civil war. One can only hope that Annan's successor will be more interested in the fate of Syria's people and less loving of power games.

Mr. Traub mentions in the article the case of Bosnia. I would like to remind him that Yugoslavia became a problem in exactly the same manner
that Syria is becoming a problem too: Western unilateral actions. In the case of Yugoslavia it was the Western unilateral recognition of Yugoslav
separatists and its complete disregard for the fate of the Serb minorities in the other republics that seduced other republics to stop negotiating
and left the Serbs feeling that they had no other choice than take up the arms.

Just as in the Yugoslav case the West was riding roughshod over international law (that says border changes are only allowed in mutual
consent), so it is now in Syria with its illegal support for the uprising. And again we are making things worse. Without our interference there
would long ago have been negotiations between Assad and the government and Syria would be a much freer country. But in our neo-colonial
attitude we seem incapable of accepting the fact that people from other culture are capable of reaching sound compromises.

Sibir
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Intention of UN/LAS Special Envoy for Syria K. Annan to retire

Moscow deeply regrets about intention of UN/LAS Special Envoy for Syria K. Annan to retire at the end of August, when his mandate expires.
The Russian Federation has been rendering maximum assistance to him during his time in the office. The comprehensive support of his
diplomatic efforts was mentioned during the two his meetings with the country’s top leadership in Moscow. We have been intensely working with
the Government of Syria and opposition movements encouraging them to closely interact with the Mission of the Special Envoy and rigorously
comply with his peaceful plan. At our request, the Security Council approved K. Annan’s plan and established UN Mission for observation in Syria
by its special resolutions.
Russia played its initiatory role in K. Annan’s convening of a ministerial meeting of the Action Group on 30 June in Geneva. The resolutions of
that Group were to become an important benchmark in the political and diplomatic resolution of the situation in Syria. We will strictly adhere to
the obligations assumed in Geneva and continue our work with the Syrian sides for the performance of such obligations in full.
Unfortunately, the Syrian opposition continuously rejected all proposals for the arrangement of a political dialogue. Our western partners and
some states of the region that could influence the opposition did nothing for that purpose. Moreover, contrary to the resolutions of the UN
Security Council and Geneva, they continued political, moral, material, technical and financial support of the Syrian opposition groups thus
actually encouraging irreconcilability of the anti-government forces.
At this stage, the most important thing is to avoid reducing international efforts aimed at the Syrian crisis settlement. K. Annan’s peaceful plan
together with Geneva resolutions remains an important benchmark in the peaceful settlement of the Syrian problems. Therefore, we approve the
declaration of the UN Secretary General that the Organisation continues to adhere to the diplomatic settlement of the Syrian crisis. A worthy
successor of K. Annan should be found as soon as possible.
In the current situation, it becomes extremely important to preserve the UN presence in the country. Despite all the challenges faced by the UN
Mission in Syria, it remains an important factor of the international support of lawful expectations of the Syrian nation concerning its independent
choice of the ways of independent democratic development of their country in the interests of all Syrians.
We encourage all our partners to unite their efforts on the Geneva platform for the purpose of immediate cease of violence in Syria and secure
the launch of a political process.

3 August 2012
http://www.mid.ru/brp_4.nsf/0/37ED495731C78D1144257A4F0046C68F

Conversation from Twitter
mwhanna1

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 Yes, plenty of the criticisms were personal and focused on Annan himself, particularly in the Arab world.
19 DAYS AGO

JasonFritz1

from Twitter

@mwhanna1 Were any of these compelling arguments? I just don't see what the man could have done better.
19 DAYS AGO

mwhanna1

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 No, they were terrible, nonsensical arguments.
19 DAYS AGO

JasonFritz1

from Twitter

@mwhanna1 Alas, the world seems to be full of those.
19 DAYS AGO

napstar2

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 Touche.With the entrenched positions some of the parties in the crisis had,there was no way Annan
would have made headway
17 DAYS AGO

MattFay1

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 these guys are http://t.co/MTng8VsV
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19 DAYS AGO

JasonFritz1

from Twitter

@MattFay1 That wins Dumbest Thing Written Today. What a bunch of disjointed bullshit.
19 DAYS AGO

MattFay1

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 I rarely expect anything less from the Weekly Standard
19 DAYS AGO

timmathews

from Twitter

@JasonFritz1 Anyone whose opinion matters? No.
19 DAYS AGO
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