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Sunday Times: Mr. President your recent offer of political dialogue was qualified with a firm
rejection of the very groups you would have to pacify to stop the violence: the armed rebels
and the Syrian National Coalition, the main opposition alliance.

So in effect you are only extending an olive branch to the loyal opposition, mostly internal,
that renounce the armed struggle, and who effectively recognizes the legitimacy of your
leadership, who are you willing to talk to, really?

President Assad: First of all, let me correct some of the misconceptions that have been
circulating and that are found in your question in order to make my answer accurate.

Sunday Times: Okay.

President Assad: Firstly, when | announced the plan, | said that it was for those who are
interested in dialogue, because you cannot make a plan that is based on dialogue with
somebody who does not believe in dialogue. So, | was very clear regarding this.

Secondly, this open dialogue should not be between exclusive groups but between all
Syrians of every level. The dialogue is about the future of Syria. We are twenty three million
Syrians and all of us have the right to participate in shaping the country’s future. Some may
look at it as a dialogue between the government and certain groups in the opposition -
whether inside or outside, external or internal -actually this is a very shallow way of looking
at the dialogue. It is much more comprehensive. It is about every Syrian and about every
aspect of Syrian life. Syria’s future cannot be determined simply by who leads it but by the
ambitions and aspirations of all its people.

The other aspect of the dialogue is that it opens the door for militants to surrender their
weapons and we have granted many amnesties to facilitate this. This is the only way to
make a dialogue with those groups. This has already started, even before the plan, and
some have surrendered their weapons and they live now their normal life. But this plan
makes the whole process more methodical, announced and clear.

If you want to talk about the opposition, there is another misconception in the West. They
put all the entities even if they are not homogeneous in one basket - as if everything
against the government is opposition. We have to be clear about this. We have opposition
that are political entities and we have armed terrorists. We can engage in dialogue with the
opposition but we cannot engage in dialogue with terrorists; we fight terrorism. Another
phrase that is often mentioned is the ‘internal opposition inside Syria” or ‘internal opposition
as loyal to the government.” Opposition groups should be loyal and patriotic to Syria -
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internal and external opposition is not about the geographic position; it is about their roots,
resources and representation. Have these roots been planted in Syria and represent Syrian
people and Syrian interests or the interests of foreign government? So, this is how we look
at the dialogue, this is how we started and how we are going to continue.

Sunday Times: Most have rejected it, at least if we talk about the opposition externally who
are now the body that is being hailed as the opposition and where the entire world is
basically behind them. So, most of them have rejected it with the opposition describing your
offer as a “waste of time,” and some have said that it is “empty rhetoric” based on lack of
trust and which British Secretary William Hague described it as “beyond hypocritical” and
the Americans said you were “detached from reality.”

President Assad: | will not comment on what so-called Syrian bodies outside Syria have said.
These bodies are not independent. As Syrians, we are independent and we need to respond
to independent bodies and this is not the case. So let’s look at the other claims.

Firstly, detached from reality: Syria has been fighting adversaries and foes for two years;
you cannot do that if you do not have public support. People will not support you if you are
detached from their reality. A recent survey in the UK shows that a good proportion British
people want “to keep out of Syria” and they do not believe that the British government
should send military supplies to the rebels in Syria.

In spite of this, the British government continues to push the EU to lift its arms embargo on
Syria to start arming militants with heavy weapons. That is what | call detached from
reality-when you are detached from your own public opinion! And they go further in saying
that they want to send “military aid” that they describe as “non-lethal.” The intelligence,
communication and financial assistance being provided is very lethal. The events of 11th of
September were not committed by lethal aids. It was the application of non-lethal
technology and training which caused the atrocities.

The British government wants to send military aid to moderate groups in Syria, knowing all
too well that such moderate groups do not exist in Syria; we all know that we are now
fighting Al-Qaeda or Jabhat al-Nusra which is an offshoot of Al-Qaeda, and other groups of
people indoctrinated with extreme ideologies. This is beyond hypocritical! What is beyond
hypocrisy is when you talk about freedom of expression and ban Syrian TV channels from
the European broadcasting satellites; when you shed tears for somebody killed in Syria by
terrorist acts while preventing the Security Council from issuing a statement denouncing the
suicide bombing that happened last week in Damascus, and you were here, where three
hundred Syrians were either killed or injured, including women and children - all of them
were civilians. Beyond hypocrisy when you preach about human rights and you go into Iraq,
Afghanistan and Libya and kill hundreds of thousands in illegal wars. Beyond hypocrisy is
when you talk about democracy and your closest allies are the worst autocratic regimes in
the world that belong to the medieval centuries. This is hypocrisy!

Sunday Times: But you always refer to the people fighting here as terrorists, do you accept
that while some are from the Jabhat al-Nusra and those affiliated to Al-Qaeda but there are
others such as the FSA or under the umbrella of the FSA? That some of them are the
defectors and some of them are just ordinary people who started some of the uprising.
These are not terrorists; these are people fighting for what they believe to be the right way



at the moment.

President Assad: When we say that we are fighting Al-Qaeda, we mean that the main
terrorist group and the most dangerous is Al-Qaeda. | have stated in many interviews and
speeches that this is not the only group in Syria. The spectrum ranges from petty criminals,
drugs dealers, groups that are killing and kidnapping just for money to mercenaries and
militants; these clearly do not have any political agenda or any ideological motivations. The
so-called “Free Army” is not an entity as the West would like your readers to believe. It is
hundreds of small groups - as defined by international bodies working with Annan and Al-
Ibrahimi - there is no entity, there is no leadership, there is no hierarchy; it is a group of
different gangs working for different reasons. The Free Syrian Army is just the headline, the
umbrella that is used to legitimize these groups.

This does not mean that at the beginning of the conflict there was no spontaneous
movement; there were people who wanted to make change in Syria and | have
acknowledged that publically many times. That’s why | have said the dialogue is not for the
conflict itself; the dialogue is for the future of Syria because many of the groups still wanting
change are now against the terrorists. They still oppose the government but they do not
carry weapons. Having legitimate needs does not make your weapons legitimate.

Sunday Times: Your 3-staged plan: the first one you speak of is the cessation of violence.
Obviously there is the army and the fighters on the other side. Now, within the army you
have a hierarchy, so if you want to say cease-fire, there is a commander that can control
that, but when you offer cessation of violence or fire how can you assume the same for the
rebels when you talk about them being so many groups, fragmented and not under one
leadership. So, that’s one of the points of your plan. So, this suggests that this basically an
impossible request. You speak of referendum but with so many displaced externally and
internally, many of whom are the backbone of the opposition; those displaced at least. So, a
referendum without them would not be fair, and the third part is that parliamentary
elections and all this hopefully before 2014; it is a very tall list to be achieved before 2014.
So, what are really the conditions that you are attaching to the dialogue and to make it
happen, and aren’t some of the conditions that you are really suggesting or offering
impossible to achieve?

President Assad: That depends on how we look at the situation. First of all, let’s say that the
main article in the whole plan is the dialogue; this dialogue will put a timetable for
everything and the procedures or details of this plan. The first article in my plan was the
cessation of violence. If we cannot stop this violence, how can we achieve the other articles
like the referendum and elections and so on? But saying that you cannot stop the violence is
not a reason to do nothing. Yes there are many groups as | have said with no leadership, but
we know that their real leadership are those countries that are funding and supplying their
weapons and armaments - mainly Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia.

If outside parties genuinely want to help the process they should be pressuring those
countries to stop supplying the terrorists. As with any other sovereign state, we will not
negotiate with terrorists.

Sunday Times: Critics say real and genuine negotiations may be the cause of your downfall
and that of your government or regime, and that you know this, hence you offer practically
impossible scenarios for dialogue and negotiations?



President Assad: Actually, | don’t know this, | know the opposite. To be logical and realistic,
if this is the case, then these foes, adversaries or opponents should push for the dialogue
because in their view it will bring my downfall. But actually they are doing the opposite.
They are preventing the so-called ‘opposition bodies outside Syria’ to participate in the
dialogue because | think they believe in the opposite; they know that this dialogue will not
bring my downfall, but will actually make Syria stronger. This is the first aspect.

The second aspect is that the whole dialogue is about Syria, about terrorism, and about the
future of Syria. This is not about positions and personalities. So, they shouldn’t distract
people by talking about the dialogue and what it will or will not bring to the President. | did
not do it for myself. At the end, this is contradictory; what they say is contradicting what
they do.

Sunday Times: You said that if they push for dialogue, it could bring your downfall?

President Assad: No, | said according to what they say if it brings my downfall, why don’t
they come to the dialogue? They say that the dialogue will bring the downfall of the
President and | am inviting them to the dialogue. Why don’t they then come to the dialogue
to bring my downfall? This is self-evident. That's why | said they are contradicting
themselves.

Sunday Times: Mr. President, John Kerry, a man you know well, has started a tour that will
take him this week end to Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey, where he will be talking to them
about ways to ‘ease you out.” In London and Berlin earlier this week, he said that President
Assad must go and he also said that one of his first moves is to draft diplomatic proposals to
persuade you to give up power. Would you invite him to Damascus for talks? What would
you say to him? What is your message to him now given what he said this week and what he
plans to say to his allies when he visits them over the weekend? And if possible from your
knowledge of him how would you describe Kerry from your knowledge of him in the past?

President Assad: | would rather describe policies rather than describing people. So, it is still
early to judge him. It is only a few weeks since he became Secretary of State. First of all, the
point that you have mentioned is related to internal Syrian matters or Syrian issue. Any
Syrian subject would not be raised with any foreigners. We only discuss it with Syrians
within Syria. So, | am not going to discuss it with anyone who is coming from abroad. We
have friends and we discuss our issues with friends, we listen to their advice but at the end
it is our decision as Syrians to think or to make what’s good for our country.

If anyone wants to ‘genuinely’ - | stress the word genuinely - help Syria and help the
cessation of violence in our country, he can do only one thing; he can go to Turkey and sit
with Erdogan and tell to him stop smuggling terrorists into Syria, stop sending armaments,
stop providing logistical support to those terrorists. He can go to Saudi Arabia and Qatar and
tell them stop financing the terrorists in Syria. This is the only thing anyone can do dealing
with the external part of our problem, but no one from outside Syria can deal with the
internal part of this problem.

Sunday Times: So, what is your message to Kerry?

President Assad: It is very clear: to understand what | said now. | mean, not a message to
Kerry but to anyone who is talking about the Syrian issue: only Syrian people can tell the
President: stay or leave, come or go. | am just saying this clearly in order not to waste the
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time of others to know where to focus.

Sunday Times: What role if any do you see for Britain in any peace process for Syria? Have
there been any informal contacts with the British? What is your reaction to Cameron’s
support for the opposition? What would you say if you were sitting with him now, especially
that Britain is calling for the arming of the rebels?

President Assad: There is no contact between Syria and Britain for a long time. If we want to
talk about the role, you cannot separate the role from the credibility. And we cannot
separate the credibility from the history of that country. To be frank, now | am talking to a
British journalist and a British audience, to be frank, Britain has played a famously (in our
region) an unconstructive role in different issues for decades, some say for centuries. | am
telling you now the perception in our region.

The problem with this government is that their shallow and immature rhetoric only highlight
this tradition of bullying and hegemony. | am being frank. How can we expect to ask Britain
to play a role while it is determined to militarize the problem? How can you ask them to play
a role in making the situation better and more stable, how can we expect them to make the
violence less while they want to send military supplies to the terrorists and don't try to ease
the dialogue between the Syrians. This is not logical. | think that they are working against us
and working against the interest of the UK itself. This government is acting in a naive,
confused and unrealistic manner. If they want to play a role, they have to change this; they
have to act in a more reasonable and responsible way, till then we do not expect from an
arsonist to be a firefighter!

Sunday Times: In 2011 you said you wouldn’t waste your time talking about the body
leading opposition, now we are talking about the external body, in fact you hardly
recognized there was such a thing, what changed your mind or views recently? What talks, if
any are already going on with the rebels who are a major component and factor in this
crisis? Especially given that your Foreign Minister Muallem said earlier this week when he
was in Russia that the government is open to talks with the armed opposition can you
clarify?

President Assad: Actually, | did not change my mind. Again, this plan is not for them; it is for
every Syrian who accepts the dialogue. So, making this initiative is not a change of mind.
Secondly, since day one in this crisis nearly two years ago, we have said we are ready for
dialogue; nothing has changed. We have a very consistent position towards the dialogue.
Some may understand that | changed my mind because | did not recognize the first entity,
but then | recognized the second. | recognized neither, more importantly the Syrian people
do not recognize them or take them seriously. When you have a product that fails in the
market, they withdraw the product, change the name, change the packing and they
rerelease it again - but it is still faulty. The first and second bodies are the same products
with different packaging. Regarding what our minister said, it is very clear.

Part of the initiative is that we are ready to negotiate with anyone including militants who
surrender their arms. We are not going to deal with terrorists who are determined to carry
weapons, to terrorize people, to kill civilians, to attack public places or private enterprises
and destroy the country.

Sunday Times: Mr. President, the world looks at Syria and sees a country being destroyed,
with at least 70,000 killed, more than 3 million displaced and sectarian divisions being



deepened. Many people around the world blame you. What do you say to them? Are you to
blame for what’s happened in the country you are leading?

President Assad: You have noted those figures as though they were numbers from a
spreadsheet. To some players they are being used to push forward their political agenda;
unfortunately that is a reality. Regardless of their accuracy, for us Syrians, each one of those
numbers represents a Syrian man, woman or child. When you talk about thousands of
victims, we see thousands of families who have lost loved ones and who unfortunately will
grieve for many years to come. Nobody can feel this pain more than us.

Looking at the issue of political agendas, we have to ask better questions. How were these
numbers verified? How many represent foreign fighters? How many were combatants aged
between 20 and 30? How many were civilians - innocent women and children? The situation
on the ground makes it almost impossible to get accurate answers to these important
questions. We all know how death tolls and human casualties have been manipulated in the
past to pave the way for humanitarian intervention. The Libyan government recently
announced that the death toll before the invasion of Libya was exaggerated; they said five
thousand victims from each side while the number was talking at that time of tens of
thousands.

The British and the Americans who were physically inside Iraq during the war were unable to
provide precise numbers about the victims that have been killed from their invasion.
Suddenly, the same sources have very precise numbers about what is happening in Syria!
This is ironic; | will tell you very simply that these numbers do not exist in reality; it is part of
their virtual reality that they want to create to push forward their agenda for military
intervention under the title of humanitarian intervention.

Sunday Times: If | may just on this note a little bit. Even if the number is exaggerated and
not definitely precise, these are numbers corroborated by Syrian groups, however they are
still thousands that were killed. Some are militants but some are civilians. Some are being
killed through the military offensive, for example artillery or plane attacks in certain areas.
So even if we do not argue the actual number, the same applies, they still blame yourself for
those civilians, if you want, that are being killed through the military offensive, do you
accept that?

President Assad: Firstly, we cannot talk about the numbers without their names. People who
are killed have names. Secondly, why did they die? Where and how were they killed? Who
killed them? Armed gangs, terrorist groups, criminals, kidnappers, the army, who?

Sunday Times: It is a mix.

President Assad: It is a mix, but it seems that you are implying that one person is
responsible for the current situation and all the human casualties. From day one the
situation in Syria has been influenced by military and political dynamics, which are both
very fast moving. In such situations you have catalysts and barriers. To assume any one
party is responsible for all barriers and another party responsible for all the catalysts is
absurd. Too many innocent civilians have died, too many Syrians are suffering. As | have
already said nobody is more pained by this than us Syrians, which is why we are pushing for
a national dialogue. I'm not in the blame business, but if you are talking of responsibility,
then clearly | have a constitutional responsibility to keep Syria and her people safe from
terrorists and radical groups.



Sunday Times: What is the role of Al-Qaeda and other jihadists and what threats do they
pose to the region and Europe? Are you worried Syria turning into something similar to
Chechnya in the past? Are you concerned about the fate of minorities if you were loose this
war or of a sectarian war akin to that of Iraqg?

President Assad: The role of Al-Qaeda in Syria is like the role of Al-Qaeda anywhere else in
this world; killing, beheading, torturing and preventing children from going to school
because as you know Al-Qaeda’s ideologies flourish where there is ignorance. Ideologically,
they try to infiltrate the society with their dark, extremist ideologies and they are
succeeding. If you want to worry about anything in Syria, it is not the ‘minorities.” This is a
very shallow description because Syria is a melting pot of religions, sects, ethnicities and
ideologies that collectively make up a homogeneous mixture, irrelevant of the portions or
percentages. We should be worrying about the majority of moderate Syrians who, if we do
not fight this extremism, could become the minority - at which point Syria will cease to
exist.

If you worry about Syria in that sense, you have to worry about the Middle East because we
are the last bastion of secularism in the region. If you worry about the Middle East, the
whole world should be worried about its stability. This is the reality as we see it.

Sunday Times: How threatening is Al-Qaeda now?

President Assad: Threatening by ideology more than the killing. The killing is dangerous, of
course, but what is irreversible is the ideology; that is dangerous and we have been warning
of this for many years even before the conflict; we have been dealing with these ideologies
since the late seventies. We were the first in the region to deal with such terrorists who
have been assuming the mantle of Islam. We have consistently been warning of this,
especially in the last decade during the invasion and occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq.
The West is only reacting to the situation, not acting. We need to act by dealing with the
ideology first. A war on terror without dealing with the ideology will lead you nowhere and
will only make things worse. So, it is threatening and it is dangerous, not just to Syria but to
the whole region.

Sunday Times: US officials recently, in particular yesterday, are quoted as saying that US
decision not to arm rebels could be revised. If this was to happen what in your view will the
consequences in Syria and in the region? What is your warning against this? Now, they are
talking about directly equipping the rebels with armament vehicles, training and body
armaments.

President Assad: You know the crime is not only about the victim and the criminal, but also
the accomplice providing support, whether it is moral or logistical support. | have said many
times that Syria lies at the fault line geographically, politically, socially and ideologically. So,
playing with this fault line will have serious repercussions all over the Middle East. Is the
situation better in Libya today? In Mali? In Tunisia? In Egypt? Any intervention will not make
things better; it will only make them worse. Europe and the United States and others are
going to pay the price sooner or later with the instability in this region; they do not foresee
it.

Sunday Times: What is your message to Israel following its air strikes on Syria? Will you
retaliate? How will you respond to any future attacks by Israel especially that Israel has said
that we will do it again if it has to?



President Assad: Every time Syria did retaliate, but in its own way, not tit for tat. We
retaliated in our own way and only the Israelis know what we mean.

Sunday Times: Can you expand?

President Assad: Yes. Retaliation does not mean missile for missile or bullet for bullet. Our
own way does not have to be announced; only the Israelis will know what | mean.

Sunday Times: Can you tell us how?

President Assad: We do not announce that.

Sunday Times: | met a seven year old boy in Jordan.
President Assad: A Syrian boy?

Sunday Times: A Syrian boy who had lost an arm and a leg to a missile strike in Herak. Five
children in his family had been killed in that explosion. As a father, what can you say to that
little boy? Why have so many innocent civilians died in air strikes, army shelling and
sometimes, | quote, ‘Shabiha shootings?’

President Assad: What is his name?
Sunday Times: | have his name...l will bring it to you later.

President Assad: As | said every victim in this crisis has a name, every casualty has a family.
Like 5 year-old Saber who whilst having breakfast with his family at home lost his leg, his
mother and other members of his family. Like 4 year-old Rayan who watched his two
brothers slaughtered for taking him to a rally. None of these families have any political
affiliations. Children are the most fragile link in any society and unfortunately they often pay
the heaviest price in any conflict. As a father of young children, | know the meaning of
having a child harmed by something very simple; so what if they are harmed badly or if we
lose a child, it is the worst thing any family can face. Whenever you have conflicts, you have
these painful stories that affect any society. This is the most important and the strongest
incentive for us to fight terrorism. Genuine humanitarians who feel the pain that we feel
about our children and our losses should encourage their governments to prevent
smuggling armaments and terrorists and to prevent the terrorists from acquiring any
military supplies from any country.

Sunday Times: Mr. President, when you lie in bed at night, do you hear the explosions in
Damascus? Do you, in common with many other Syrians, worry about the safety of your
family? Do you worry that there may come a point where your own safety is in jeopardy?

President Assad: | see it completely differently. Can anybody be safe, or their family be safe,
if the country is in danger? In reality NO! If your country is not safe, you cannot be safe. So
instead of worrying about yourself and your family, you should be worried about every
citizen and every family in your country. So it's a mutual relationship.

Sunday Times: You'll know of the international concerns about Syria’s chemical weapons.
Would your army ever use them as a last resort against your opponents? Reports suggest
they have been moved several times, if so why? Do you share the international concern that
they may fall into the hands of Islamist rebels? What is the worst that could happen?



President Assad: Everything that has been referred to in the media or by official rhetoric
regarding Syrian chemical weapons is speculation. We have never, and will never, discuss
our armaments with anyone. What the world should worry about is chemical materials
reaching the hands of terrorists. Video material has already been broadcast showing toxic
material being tried on animals with threats to the Syrian people that they will die in the
same way. We have shared this material with other countries. This is what the world should
be focusing on rather than wasting efforts to create elusive headlines on Syrian chemical
weapons to justify any intervention in Syria.

Sunday Times: | know you are not saying whether they are safe or not. There is concern if
they are safe or no one can get to them.

President Assad: This is constructive ambiguity. No country will talk about their capabilities.
Sunday Times: A lot has been talked about this as well: what are the roles of Hezbollah, Iran
and Russia in the war on the ground? Are you aware of Hezbollah fighters in Syria and what
are they doing? What weapons are your allies Iran and Russia supplying? What other
support are they providing?

President Assad: The Russian position is very clear regarding armaments - they supply Syria
with defensive armaments in line with international law. Hezbollah, Iran and Russia support
Syria in her fight against terrorism. Russia has been very constructive, Iran has been very
supportive and Hezbollah’s role is to defend Lebanon not Syria. We are a country of 23
million people with a strong National Army and Police Force. We are in no need of foreign
fighters to defend our country. What we should be asking is, what about the role of other
countries, - Qatar, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, France, the UK, the US, - that support terrorism in
Syria directly or indirectly, militarily or politically.

Sunday Times: Mr. President, may | ask you about your own position? Russian Foreign
Minister Lavrov recently said that Lakhdar Ibrahimi complained of wanting to see more
flexibility from your regime and that while you never seem to say ‘no’ you never seem to
say ‘yes’. Do you think that there can be a negotiated settlement while you remain
President, which is a lot of people are asking?

President Assad: Do not expect a politician to only say yes or no in the absolute meaning; it
is not multiple choice questions to check the correct answer. You can expect from any
politician a vision and our vision is very clear. We have a plan and whoever wants to deal
with us, can deal with us through our plan. This is very clear in order not to waste time. This
question reflects what has been circulating in the Western media about personalizing the
problem in Syria and suggesting that the entire conflict is about the president and his
future. If this argument is correct, then my departure will stop the fighting. Clearly this is
absurd and recent precedents in Libya, Yemen and Egypt bear witness to this. Their motive
is to try to evade the crux of the issue, which is dialogue, reform and combating terrorism.
The legacy of their interventions in our region have been chaos, destruction and disaster.
So, how can they justify any future intervention? They cannot. So, they focus on blaming the
president and pushing for his departure; questioning his credibility; is he living in a bubble
or not? is he detached from reality or not? So, the focus of the conflict becomes about the
president.

Sunday Times: Some foreign officials have called for you to stand for war crimes at the
International Criminal Court as the person ultimately responsible for the army’s actions? Do
you fear prosecution by the ICC? Or the possibility of future prosecution and trial in Syria?
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President Assad: Whenever an issue that is related to the UN is raised, you are raising the
question of credibility. We all know especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union - for the
last twenty years - that the UN and all its organizations are the victims of hegemony instead
of being the bastions of justice. They became politicized tools in order to create instability
and to attack sovereign countries, which is against the UN’s charter. So, the question that
we have to raise now is: are they going to take the American and the British leaders who
attacked Irag in 2003 and claimed more than half a million lives in Iraq, let alone orphans,
handicapped and deformed people? Are they going to take the American, British French and
others who went to Libya without a UN resolution last year and claimed again hundreds of
lives? They are not going to do it. The answer is very clear. You know that sending
mercenaries to any country is a war crime according Nuremberg principles and according to
the London Charter of 1945. Are they going to put Erdogan in front of this court because he
sent mercenaries? Are they going to do the same with the Saudis and the Qataris? If we
have answers to these questions, then we can talk about peace organizations and about
credibility.

My answer is very brief: when people defend their country, they do not take into
consideration anything else.

Sunday Times: Hindsight is a wonderful thing Mr. President. If you could wind the clock back
two years would you have handled anything differently? Do you believe that there are things
that could or should have been done in another way? What mistakes do you believe have
been made by your followers that you would change?

President Assad: You can ask this question to a President if he is the only one responsible for
all the context of the event. In our case in Syria, we know there are many external players.
So you have to apply hindsight to every player. You have to ask Erdogan, with hindsight
would you send terrorists to kill Syrians, would you afford logistical support to them? You
should ask the Qatari and Saudis whether in hindsight, would you send money to terrorists
and to Al-Qaeda offshoots or any other terrorist organization to kill Syrians? We should ask
the same question to the European and American officials, in hindsight would you offer a
political umbrella to those terrorists killing innocent civilians in Syria?

In Syria, we took two decisions. The first is to make dialogue; the second is to fight
terrorism. If you ask any Syrian, in hindsight would you say no to dialogue and yes to
terrorism? | do not think any sane person will agree with you. So | think in hindsight, we
started with dialogue and we are going to continue with dialogue. In hindsight, we said we
are going to fight terrorism and we are going to continue to fight terrorism.

Sunday Times: Do you ever think about living in exile if it came to that? And would you go
abroad if it increases the chances of peace in Syria?

President Assad: Again, it is not about the president. | don’t think any patriotic person or
citizen would think of living outside his country.

Sunday Times: You will never leave?

President Assad: No patriotic person will think about living outside his country. | am like any
other patriotic Syrian.

Sunday Times: How shaken you were you by the bomb that killed some of your most senior
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generals last summer, including your brother-in-law?

President Assad: You mentioned my brother-in-law but it is not a family affair. When high-
ranking officials are being assassinated it is a national affair. Such a crime will make you
more determined to fight terrorism. It is not about how you feel, but more about what you
do. We are more determined in fighting terrorism.

Sunday Times: Finally, Mr. President, may | ask about my colleague, Marie Colvin, who was
killed in the shelling of an opposition media center at Baba Amr on February 22 last year.
Was she targeted, as some have suggested, because she condemned the destruction on
American and British televisions? Or was she just unlucky? Did you hear about her death at
the time and if so what was your reaction?

President Assad: Of course, | heard about the story through the media. When a journalist
goes into conflict zones, as you are doing now, to cover a story and convey it to the world, |
think this is very courageous work. Every decent person, official or government should
support journalists in these efforts because that will help shed light on events on the ground
and expose propaganda where it exists. Unfortunately in most conflicts a journalist has paid
the ultimate price. It is always sad when a journalist is killed because they are not with
either side or even part of the problem, they only want to cover the story. There is a media
war on Syria preventing the truth from being told to the outside world.

14 Syrian journalists who have also been killed since the beginning of the crisis and not all
of them on the ground. Some have been targeted at home after hours, kidnapped, tortured
and then murdered. Others are still missing. More than one Syrian television station has
been attacked by terrorists and their bombs. There is currently a ban on the broadcast of
Syrian TV channels on European satellite systems. It is also well known how rebels have
used journalists for their own interests. There was the case of the British journalist who
managed to escape.

Sunday Times: Alex Thompson?

President Assad: Yes. He was lead into a death trap by the terrorists in order to accuse the
Syrian Army of his death. That’s why it is important to enter countries legally, to have a visa.
This was not the case for Marie Colvin. We don’t know why and it’s not clear. If you enter
illegally, you cannot expect the state to be responsible. Contrary to popular belief, since the
beginning of the crisis, hundreds of journalists from all over the world, including you, have
gained visas to enter Syria and have been reporting freely from inside Syria with no
interferences in their work and no barriers to fulfill their missions.

Sunday Times: Thank you.

President Assad: Thank you.
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