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On Monday, European Union foreign ministers will try and cobble together a compromise on an issue which has deeply divided them for
months: whether to significantly relax an arms embargo on Syria in order to allow some weapons flow to the opposition.
The position remains fluid with European diplomats saying Friday most countries are now working hard on a compromise that could open
the way for some kind of weapons to be sent to Syria in coming months. But that's not a done deal yet and there is no emerging
consensus on a specific compromise deal that could bridge divergent member state views.
The EU's foreign policy unit is currently trying to narrow down the seven options it set out on the arms embargo in a paper sent Tuesday
to EU capitals. But diplomats acknowledge it's possible ministers could fail to reach a decision Monday.
The EU must either renew the entire package of sanctions it has placed on Syria, including the arms ban, by June 1 or the measures
will expire. That's an outcome no-one wants.
Since France first pushed the idea of arming Syria's opposition last November, there have been endless arguments about whether the
EU should take that step.
There were -- and still are -- real worries about the ability of member states to control who eventually receives the arms. There's a
debate over whether supplying arms would merely encourage the Assad regime's allies to step up their arms supplies. And many
member states worry that providing weapons can only lead to more deaths in a conflict that has already left close to 80,000 dead,
according to the United Nations.
But the core debate that ministers must address Monday is a narrower one: will a step that allows arms to be sent in future help or
hinder the 'Geneva II' process -- the nascent diplomatic effort led by Washington and Moscow aimed at crafting some kind of political
transition.
The argument of the likes of the U.K. and France is the following. With Hezbollah's stepped up support of the Assad regime, the military
balance has shifted, weakening the incentive for the regime to engage seriously in the peace initiative. An EU decision that cleared the
way for weapons to be sent would send a clear political signal to the regime that it will pay a price if peace talks collapse.
"The United Kingdom and France are both strongly of the view that changes to the embargo are not separate from the diplomatic work,
but essential to it. We must make clear that if the regime does not negotiate seriously at the Geneva conference, no option is off the
table," U.K. Foreign Secretary said Monday in a statement to parliament.
Mr. Hague made an additional argument Monday that has been echoed in Brussels this week. Channeling future weapons supplies
through the Western-recognized National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces will strengthen moderate rebel forces
against the more extreme rebel groups, strengthening the coalition's hand in peace talks.
Yet others draw precisely the opposite conclusion. Critics of amending the embargo worry it could scuttle the Geneva II process,
providing an excuse for the regime to walk away from serious talks. That's not an argument Washington seems to be buying. Diplomats
here confirm reports that the State Department has been encouraging member states to amend the arms regime to allow future weapons
flows. Ironically, that's a step the Obama administration remains divided on.
Still, it is not a view that should be ignored because the Assad regime could use, a senior EU diplomat said Friday.
"[W]e should try and avoid any decision that would allow the other parties to blame the European Union [for] undermining the diplomatic
process," the person said. "We have to be very careful."
And even if the U.S. is encouraging its EU partners to amend the embargo, others are warning against.
"The only thing I can tell you is that we get very contradictory advice," the diplomat said.
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