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A Congress Based on a Lie 
 

On May 4, 2017 during Syria diplomatic talks in the Kazakh capital of Astana, Russia along with Turkey and Iran 

announced an agreement on “de-escalation zones” in the four major opposition population centers of Syria. The Astana 

talks – convened by Russia, Turkey and Iran – were framed then as a compliment to the Geneva talks, which were 

sponsored by the United Nations and centered on the Geneva II Communique calling for a “transitional governing body” 

with “full executive powers.” 

 

In addition to reduced international legitimacy compared to the Geneva talks, the Astana talks were notable for claiming to 

put political issues to the side. Their supposed goal was to reduce violence and create a more favorable atmosphere for 

political talks at Geneva, all without prejudicing the broader discussion of dictator Bashar al-Assad's departure. Russian 

negotiator Alexander Levrentyev even said after announcing the “birth” of the Astana process, “There will be some 

speculation that Astana is considered as a substitute of the Geneva process. That's not true – Astana is a compliment to 

Geneva.” 

 

Recent events show that this was a lie. Following Astana talks on December 21-22, 2017, the convening countries endorsed 

a “national dialogue congress” in Sochi, Russia. The congress is meant to serve as a constitutional convention and be 

followed by presidential elections in which Assad can run. The Russian foreign ministry has stated that it will not allow 

Sochi to become a forum for talk of Assad's departure. Since the Sochi process skips over a transitional government and 

security sector reform while banning talk of a political transition, it directly contradicts Geneva and would replace it. 

 

A Mortal Threat to Syrians 
 

Syrians know that the crimes of Bashar al-Assad and his security services did not start with the ongoing conflict. The Hama 

and Tadmur Prison Massacres of the 1980s predate the Syrian Revolution by decades and petrified a generation of Syrians 

into silence. When pro-democracy protests got underway, and before the Free Syrian Army began to fight back, Assad's 

paramilitaries rampaged through civilian neighborhoods for months, leaving thousands dead and thousands more 

disappeared until today. 

 

The harrowing slaughter conveyed in the Caesar photos and in accounts of the “Hospital 601” liquidation center are 

probably just the tip of the iceberg. If Assad stays, that slaughter will continue long after the fighting stops, just as it went 

on for decades before the first Free Syrian Army fighter loaded his gun and the first Syrian Revolution protester raised his 

fist. U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson himself has said that “there is [no] future for the Assad regime and the Assad 

family.” 

 

It is telling that the announcement of the Sochi Congress was followed by heavy international pressure without precedent 

for the Syrian opposition to accept Assad in power. Sochi represents an attempt by the world powers to absolve themselves 

of responsibility to support a democratic transition in Syria. Since Sochi will have the effect of cementing Assad's rule over 

Syrians, it is a mortal threat to Syrians. 

 

Elections and a Constitution Aren't Enough 
 

Recent claims made by American anti-ISIS envoy Brett McGurk and others that Assad would lose a presidential election 

held in 2021 are highly inaccurate. Without Assad's departure and deep security sector reform, the Assad regime would rig 

those elections as it has previous ones by breaching the secrecy of the vote, allowing supporters to vote multiple times, 
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arresting and intimidating opposition campaigners, and leveraging threats of arrest or worse to ensure desired vote.  

United Nations supervision is highly unlikely to prevent the Assad regime from rigging a Syrian presidential election 

conducted as a result of the Sochi process. The Khan Sheikhun nerve gas massacre, which occurred after the UN certified 

the removal of Assad's nerve gas, shows that the UN cannot be relied upon to stop Assad abuses or even to accurately report 

on regime compliance with UN inspections. The continued siege of thousands of Syrian civilians to the point of starvation, 

with Assadist militias repeatedly barring UN convoys from enforcing UN Security Council resolutions, also shows quite 

clearly that UN officials are unwilling or unable to seriously alter regime behavior. 

 

Constitutional reforms will be even more ineffectual due to the Assad regime's long history of violating or changing the 

constitution at will. Article 28(3) of the previous constitution stated that “No one may be tortured physically or mentally or 

treated in a humiliating manner”; this did nothing to constrain Assad's security services over the course of decades. When 

dictator Hafez al-Assad died in 2000, the constitutional age limit for a sitting president was lowered within hours to allow 

his son Bashar to take power. A new constitution or elections would have no teeth without profound security sector reform. 

 

Why Not Just Attend Anyways? 
 

Whenever Syrian peace talks approach, some voices within both the Syrian opposition and the international community 

urge the opposition to attend regardless of the potential downsides. They argue that attending will make the Assad regime 

look bad, that Syrians should chase all chances for peace, or that the upcoming talks might at least squeeze minor 

concessions from the regime and save a few lives. The Sochi Congress, however, is particularly dangerous by all of these 

measures. 

 

1) The Sochi Congress is unique in that it effectively cements the Assad regime's hold on power. In contrast to the 

Geneva process that is based on arranging a political transition, the Sochi process would foreclose a transition by 

“solving” the conflict with elections and constitutional changes that let Assad stay. Regardless of the Assad 

delegation's conduct –  rude or diplomatic, militant or conciliatory – the Sochi Congress will make the regime look 

good. Opposition attendance can only make the regime look better by implying acceptance of the premises on which 

Sochi is based. 

 

2) The Sochi Congress does not represent an opportunity for peace. Unlike the Astana process, which was focused on 

violence reduction and has temporarily reduced violence in some areas, the Sochi Congress would initiate a 

transitional process wholly separate from events on the ground. This means that Sochi could actually increase violence 

by furnishing the premise that, no matter how many people Assad kills, the conflict is “solved” because a transitional 

process is ongoing. 

 

3) Russia and Iran are Assad partners in mass killing throughout Syria.  They are occupying forces and they have 

committed numerous war crimes in the past several years including mass starvation, chemical attacks and other 

crimes.  Neither Russia nor Iran has credible records in democratic election or human rights.  They cannot be trusted 

to assist in brining political transition in Syria. The product of Sochi Congress would provide the Syrian tyrant 

legitimacy he lost a long time ago, and provide Assad cover to all his crimes. 

 

4) It must be remembered that the Sochi Congress will convene in hostile territory, near a winter home for Assad ally 

and Russian leader Vladimir Putin. In Sochi, Putin will choose the invitees and will have ample chance for trickery 

such as forcing the pro-Assad Moscow Platform onto the opposition, bugging hotel rooms, or even compromising 

delegates' physical safety. Under such conditions, opposition concessions that cost lives on issues such as prisoners are 

more likely. 

 

Conclusion 
 

No doubt due to many of the concerns raised above, the Southern Front – the largest Free Syrian Army group in the country 

– has issued an emphatic boycott of Sochi that declared those who attend “enemies of the Revolution and partners with the 

criminal regime.” Abdul-Jabbar Akaidi, a prominent Free Syrian Army commander in northern Syria, has similarly 

denounced all who would attend the Sochi talks as “traitors to the Revolution and the blood of martyrs.” Over 100 Syrian 

civil society leaders and opposition political figures have signed a similar letter urging a full boycott. 

 

The international community can and must do better than acquiescing to the charade that is the Sochi talks. Even many of 

the world leaders who are publicly pressuring Syrians to accept Assad and the Sochi process have also displayed an 
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awareness, in private conversation, that the terms of Sochi are not reasonable and represent the world's desire to “move on” 

from the Syrian conflict more than anything else. The world must understand that it is impossible for Syrians to “move on” 

from being subjects to a brutal dictator whose security services have free reign to gas, rape, or torture them at any moment. 

 

Secretary of State Tillerson was correct when he said that “there is [no] future for the Assad regime and the Assad family” 

in Syria. A Syria that is stable with Assad at its helm is a volcano waiting to erupt anew. Now is the time for world leaders 

to take the stand they themselves know is right and reinforce the Syrian people's opposition to a conference that would 

cement Assad's political control. 

 

For the Syrian opposition in particular, the following measures are to be considered: 
 

1) Counter-schedule a preparatory meeting for a conference between Syrian opposition delegates and civil society 

leaders based in Syria. Dividing the opposition is likely among Russia's core goals for Sochi, and debate over Sochi has 

indeed divided the political opposition and civil society. Scheduling a conference between the two would help close the 

gap and send a message that opposition delegates will not cave to pressure because Syrians inside the country depend on 

them. 

  

2) Present a complaint on Eastern Ghouta in an international forum, seeing as the regime's siege of Ghouta is the main 

breach of the current Astana process. Ghouta was one of four “de-escalation zones” covered under Astana, but the regime 

significantly tightened the siege and launched repeated offensives since the zone was announced. Presenting a complaint 

on Ghouta would highlight that existing issues with Astana must be fixed before starting new talks based on Astana. 

  

3) Hold a fundraiser for victims of Russian airstrikes on the day of the conference to highlight that Putin can not be both 

a neutral and convener of talks and a war criminal aggressor of one side, and to aid the most vulnerable Syrians on a day 

meant to drown out their suffering. 

  

4) Begin public preparations for upcoming Geneva talks to drive home the point that the Geneva talks have full 

international legitimacy, including endorsement from the US, UN, and Russia, while the Sochi Congress lacks such 

legitimacy. 

  

 


