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The context 

Large swathes of the Middle East have collapsed into a state of violence, chaos and division, 
causing unimaginable amounts of human suffering. We now face a highly dynamic and very 
dangerous situation in the Middle East, with the prospect of further instability, but also some 
hope for improvement following a pause in the Syrian civil war.

During our recent meetings in Moscow, London and Ankara, members of this Task Force 
engaged in substantive, detailed and often intense discussions on the situation in the 
region.1 In many cases, we have expressed and continue to hold diverging views regarding 
the assessment of the developments on the ground and of the policies of regional and 
external actors. The differences between our countries and the incompatibility of some of 
the objectives pursued by them in the region should not be dismissed. 

Some major points of ongoing discussions include: 

• The responsibility of President Assad, opposition, and external actors for outbreak and 
continuation of the Syrian conflict;

• Preferred characteristics of a post-conflict Syrian political leadership;

• Broader issues of what should be the lasting foundations of regional order in the Middle 
East.

Agenda for cooperation 

We consider the situation as too serious to focus only on the divisive factors. We would like 
therefore to suggest a constructive agenda of cooperation, based on some common points 
of our understanding of the situation.  

Perhaps most importantly, we share the view that the turmoil in the Middle East and the 
risks emanating from the region represent a grave threat to all our states and societies. The 
spill-over of regional instability to Eurasia and beyond is already a fact. We are affected by 
the consequences of the civil wars in the region, the collapse of some states and overall 

1 Our deliberations have also been informed by reports prepared by the four think tanks 

supporting the work of the Task Force, available at www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org
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weakening of the regional state-based system. We face massive migratory movements, an 
increase of radicalism and sectarian tensions, and the growing threat of terrorism, largely 
from the operations of ISIS2 and its affiliates, but also from other organizations, such as the 
PKK. 

We are also in agreement regarding the urgency of re-investing in multilateral diplomacy 
to tackle the Middle Eastern crisis. The resolution of the Iran nuclear crisis can be a good 
example of such approach in action. The policies towards the region pursued so far by all 
outside actors have not been based on broad cooperation between the most important 
stakeholders and consequently brought limited, if any, positive results.

In the course of our work, we have been able to identify three specific areas where – 
despite our differences – we believe that the countries of the Greater Europe area including 
Turkey and Russia should cooperate on the basis of their common interests. These three 
issues and our recommendations for working together are presented in more detail below.

I. Avoid an inter-state conflict over Syria 

According to the latest report of the UN-mandated Independent International Commission of 
Inquiry on Syria, the conflict has evolved into a “multisided proxy war steered from abroad by 
an intricate network of alliances”.3 In recent months, however, the danger of this proxy war 
turning into a direct interstate conflict has increased. Several external actors have stepped 
up their involvement in and around Syria in response to what they perceive as threats to 
their core national interests. The shoot-down of the Russian Su-24 aircraft by Turkey in 
November 2015 showed vividly that a direct confrontation is no longer inconceivable, even 
if the costs can potentially be catastrophic. 

We note that the danger of the unintentional conflict diminished following ceasefire regime, 
promoted jointly by the US and Russia and also following the Russian President’s 14 March 
announcement on the reduction of Russian military presence in Syria, yet there are still 
significant dangers inherent in this situation. 

A number of states seem to make the assumption that they have space for assertive unilateral 
actions in Syria, as ‘the other side’ will refrain from an actual confrontation. This assumption 
may be proven incorrect. Also, in the realities of the Syrian civil war, the states which are 
involved there exercise limited control over the activities of their allies, partners and proxies: 

2 Acronym for Islamic State in Iraq and Al-Sham, also referred to as IS or Daesh. 

3 Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, 

OHCHR, 11 February 2016, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/

CoISyria/A-HRC-31-68.pdf, accessed 26 April 2016
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some of these actors may have an interest in pushing their sponsors towards interstate 
confrontation. Finally, there is a danger that an accident, military incident or an unauthorised 
action could spark a conflict, especially in the absence of effective communication channels. 

We call on all states involved to proceed with the utmost caution and avoid any 
aggressive actions or actions which may be misinterpreted as a direct attack on 
other states or their personnel. 

In case of any incidents, we urge direct contacts between the leaders, bureaucracies 
and the militaries to avoid further escalation, as well as an early involvement of the 
UN Security Council as the main body responsible for maintaining international peace 
and security. 

We also note that the developments around Syria confirm and reinforce the case made in our 
previous Position Paper regarding the need to work on a Memorandum of Understanding 
between NATO and the Russian Federation on the Rules of Behaviour for the Safety of Air 
and Maritime Encounters.4

Finally, we believe that lessening of tensions between Turkey and Russia, paving a way for 
the resumption of bilateral cooperation, would have a positive impact on the situation. We 
urge the political leadership in both countries to work towards reconciliation. 

II. Re-focus on fighting ISIS and preventing its re-emergence 

We deplore the savagery of ISIS in Syria, Iraq and in other parts of the Middle East, and also 
note that our own citizens have been the target of ISIS-linked terrorist attacks, including the 
ones in Ankara, Paris, Istanbul, Brussels, Dagestan, and against a Russian airliner in Egypt.5 
All states in the Greater European area remain exposed to the flow of radicalism, terrorists 
and terrorist recruiters. Prevailing over ISIS therefore represents our common cause.

Yet, we observe with concern that the shared interest of our states engaged in the Middle 
East, which is to defeat ISIS and its ideology, is being overshadowed by other issues and 
priorities. It would be a grave mistake to lessen the pressure on ISIS now. It may be currently 
losing territory it controls in Syria and Iraq, while its military capabilities and its sources of 

4 Avoiding War in Europe: how to reduce the risk of a military encounter between Russia 

and NATO, Task Force on Cooperation in Greater Europe, August 2015, http://www.

europeanleadershipnetwork.org/medialibrary/2015/08/18/2f868dfd/Task%20Force%20

Position%20Paper%20III%20July%202015%20-%20English.pdf, accessed 26 April 2016

5 We highlight that many additional ISIS-related attacks have been prevented thanks to the work 

of our intelligence and security agencies.
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income are being diminished by our actions, but this organization can adapt, re-group, or 
change the patterns of its operations. Its fighters can launch operations in new areas, and 
it is still capable of conducting deadly terrorist attacks. 

In order to defeat ISIS, we need to implement a realistic and effective strategy 
addressing all dimensions of its activity: 

1. We need to collectively support regional allies in rolling back ISIS territorial 
gains in Syria and Iraq, as well as suppress attempts to form ISIS “provinces” 
elsewhere (Libya, Yemen, Caucasus, Sinai). 

• Our countries should provide assistance and capacity-building support to 
strengthen the resilience of Iraq and other states in the region and to create 
inclusive domestic coalitions fighting ISIS, interested in maintaining the unity 
of their countries.

2. We need to defeat the ISIS terrorist network which reach beyond the region, as 
confirmed by the range of attacks conducted during past months. 

• The particular danger of ISIS seems to be its potential of using radicalised 
citizens and residents of our countries with combat experience gained in the 
region. ISIS propaganda and guidance can also act as inspiration for ‘lone wolf’ 
attacks. 

• Our countries should move from necessary de-confliction of their antiterrorist 
air operations over Syria towards some form of coordination of military activities 
in the region; they should also step up information exchange between security 
and intelligence agencies on counter-terrorism; conduct joint operations to 
target the financial networks and sources of income of the organization, and 
work at the UN level and in other international organizations to strengthen the 
anti-terrorism legal framework.

3. We need to counter the ideology of ISIS as a cult-like movement working towards 
establishing an Islamic caliphate and purging the infidels from Muslim lands. 

• This message, promoted through multiple channels including cyberspace, 
resonates with very small groups of individuals in our own countries. The real 
grievances of the Sunnis in Iraq and in Syria are also fueling recruitment into 
the ranks of ISIS. 
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• Jointly, we could do more in terms of confronting the extremist ideology and 
ISIS propaganda. Cooperation here may include exchange of experiences 
on engaging the Muslim communities and Muslim scholars, countering 
radicalization, identifying best practices on rehabilitation and re-integration of 
violent extremist offenders, and also working on a joint action to counter ISIS 
propaganda in cyberspace.

4. We cannot allow the void created by the weakening of ISIS and its ultimate demise 
to be filled by other terrorist organizations, including Jabhat al-Nusra or other 
al-Qaida affiliates. 

• That requires linking our efforts to fight ISIS with support for the resolution of 
the Syrian conflict and post-conflict reconstruction effort in the region. 

III. Bring the Syrian conflict to a close

After five years of a vicious civil war, Syrian government forces seemed to regain the 
initiative in a number of areas. Yet, even if Syrian troops and their ground allies are able to 
make significant progress, it is unclear how to ensure stability and good governance in the 
regained territories, who will provide the enormous financial assistance needed for their 
recovery, and whether the displaced Syrians will be willing to come back to their homes. In 
other words, even if a military solution can be imposed and moderate opposition defeated, 
it could be just the beginning of a new phase of the Syrian crisis. 

We support the efforts to maintain a cessation of hostilities between the government and 
its supporting forces and parts of the armed opposition, especially if it makes possible the 
delivery of humanitarian assistance. A cessation of hostilities, spearheaded by the US and 
Russia, creates a space for continuation of the talks between the government and opposition 
under the auspices of the UN and the International Syria Support Group and constitutes 
the best chance in years for halting the conflict. Yet, we remain deeply concerned about 
the longer-term durability of such ceasefire arrangements. We are worried that they may 
be used by all sides for strengthening and re-grouping of forces before the next round of 
fighting. 

We need to work towards a realistic solution which would end the suffering of the Syrian 
people, create conditions for national recovery, bring to justice the perpetrators of gross 
human rights abuses, and ensure the continuation of Syrian statehood on a unitary basis, 
in line with the guidelines set in UN Security Council Resolution 2254. While the process 
will be Syrian-led, it is clear to us that the most important outside actors must reach an 
agreement on all the main elements of the process and on the desired end-state. It needs 
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to go beyond wishful thinking and set up the parameters for the preparation of a new 
constitutional settlement.  

The transition plan for Syria will need to include the prolongation of the existence of 
important elements of the current government and state apparatus, as well as offer a viable 
power-sharing arrangement with the moderate opposition, respect for minority rights, and 
guarantees of security and non-persecution for the combatants (except those responsible 
for terrorism and war crimes). The status of Kurdish-dominated areas in Syria also needs 
to be decided in an inclusive way in the process of the preparation of the new constitution, 
with respect for the territorial unity of Syria. 

For a number of European states, the removal of President Assad has moved down the list 
of priorities, but the prospect of Assad staying in power beyond the end of the transition 
process remains a red line for them. Instead of avoiding this issue, they could suggest that 
Assad may pledge his resignation from office and ‘voluntary’ withdrawal from political life 
at a specific point of the transition. This decision should be linked with new presidential 
elections, giving Syrians the ultimate power to decide the leadership of their country. 

The necessity of creating a new security system for the Middle East

While we consider the three areas we have raised above as the most urgent, we believe that 
the long-term stability of the region would be best served by creating an inclusive regional 
security system for the Middle East. We reject the view that the region and its borders need 
to be fundamentally re-developed, for example along the ethnic or sectarian, Shia-Sunni 
lines. 

We are aware that many previous attempts to create such a system have failed, and it cannot 
be imposed on the region by outside powers. We suggest nevertheless that experience from 
the Helsinki process in Europe and the modalities of work of the OSCE could be useful 
for regional actors who want to pursue this objective, and we stand ready to support this 
process. 
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