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Focus War in Syria

Assad forced to ‘strategic retreat’
Paris

L 

osing a battle is not losing 
the war, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad said recently 
after his troops were de-
feated in Jisr al-Shughour, 

a key town in the northern province 
of Idlib.

That would have sounded reas-
suring to the Syrian president’s 
constituency had not this battle 
been the latest in a series of spec-
tacular setbacks suffered by the re-
gime in the past few months at the 
hands of an overwhelmingly jihad-
ist opposition.

It started with the loss of the pro-
vincial capital of Idlib, followed by 
the fall of Jisr al-Shughour, then the 
ancient city of Palmyra and most 
recently Ariha, the last urban cen-
tre of the province. All that is left 
in that area for the regime are a few 
villages on the road linking Idlib to 
the coastal city of Latakia, which is 
part of the regime’s heartland.

To many political observers, 
there is more to these setbacks than 
just hard luck on the battlefield.

“The Syrian regime is in a situa-
tion of strategic retreat. It is aban-
doning some positions permanent-
ly,” Thomas Pierret, a specialist on 
Syria and a lecturer in contempo-
rary Islam at the University of Edin-
burgh, told The Arab Weekly.

Pierret explained that Assad’s 
regime is “disengaging militarily” 
from the Euphrates valley and from 
the desert of Palmyra, noting that 

the Idlib battle was in the making 
since last December.

“Yet, the regime did not send 
troop reinforcements or even tried 
to secure the road between Idlib 
and Jisr al-Shughour. It is instead 
focusing on regions deemed vital 
for him, such as Damascus, Homs, 
Hama and the Mediterranean 
coast.”

Those views are shared by Joseph 
Bahout, a visiting scholar at the 
Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace in Washington. He told 
The Arab Weekly “the regime is los-
ing strongholds that will be hard to 
regain. It hasn’t deployed much ef-
fort to keep those areas.”

Bahout said the regime and its 
core followers from the Alawite 
minority sect do not seem to be-
lieve anymore in a full victory and 
are retreating to areas dubbed “the 
useful Syria”.

Two main factors are behind this 
regime strategy.

First, the Syrian army is dispirited 
and worn out. Assad faces a prob-
lem of an overstretched military 
and he is said to be fighting with 
hardly more than 80,000 troops in 
addition to a governmental militia 
and some other pro-Iranian Shia 
militias, such as Hezbollah. There 
are reports of the regime forcibly 
enrolling troops but Sunni con-
scripts lack motivation.

The second factor is the decision 
of competing regional Sunni pow-
ers, namely Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
Turkey, to join forces. This has re-
sulted in seven rebel Sunni factions 
rallying into a so-called Army of 
Conquest in which al-Qaeda-affil-

iate Jabhat al-Nusra and the pow-
erful Ahrar al-Sham Islamist group 
play prominent roles.

The Army of Conquest scored im-
portant victories in Idlib province 
while al-Nusra Front’s main rival, 
the Islamic State (ISIS), seized Pal-
myra. The head of Jabhat al-Nusra, 
Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, said in 
an interview with Al Jazeera TV 
that his targets now were Damascus 
and Hezbollah.

With this turn of events, the 
question of Damascus has now 
arisen, said Bahout, and with it the 
risks of having the Syrian capital 
destroyed. The Army of Conquest, 

or even ISIS, could march on Da-
mascus and the card “the Syrian re-
gime might use, saying: ‘You want 
Damascus? You will get it in ruins.’”

As for Iran, Assad’s main ally, it 
is convinced, according to Bahout, 
that this regime cannot be saved. 
Also, it is not clear whether Iranian 
plans for whatever is left of the re-
gime include Assad himself.

One thing is sure: The Syrian 
regime’s control of the country is 
shrinking by the day.

True, Assad and his men have 
been on the offensive the past few 
months but it was mainly in the 
region of Damascus and around 

Daraa and Quneitra — areas close 
to Jordan and Israel. That offensive 
aimed at pushing back groups of 
“moderate” rebels and strengthen-
ing defences south of the Syrian 
capital.

As for Hezbollah, it is busy in its 
war against rebels in the Qalamoun 
area on the Lebanese border and 
there is not much it can do to help 
the regime, except occasionally 
sending “shock troops” for impor-
tant battles.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Syrian soldiers killed by al-Nusra Front fighters in the Idlib area in May.
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Syria is Hezbollah’s Vietnam
Beirut

T 

he leader of Syrian 
al-Qaeda affiliate, 
al-Nusra Front, called 
last week for political 
forces in Lebanon to 
overthrow Hezbollah 

and warned the militant Shia 
group, backed by Iran, would 
“dissolve” once Syrian President 
Bashar Assad was defeated.

While al-Nusra leader Abu Mo-
hammad al-Jolani may be expect-
ing too much, he caught a growing 
feeling in Lebanon that Hezbollah 
is in over its head in Syria. Despite 
its assistance to the Syrian regime, 
backed by substantial Iranian and 
Russian military and financial aid, 
Assad’s foes are gaining. His forces 
have lost ground in the north, 
south and east and reports suggest 
the regime is fraying.

Hezbollah, al-Jolani told Al 
Jazeera, “will dissolve after the 
demise of Bashar Assad, not a long 
time from now, [since] the battle is 
approaching its end”.

Hezbollah is too aware of what is 
taking place on the ground in Syria 
to long delude itself about Assad’s 
staying power. The regime is still 
strong in and around Damascus, 
but its ability to hold peripheral 
regions is diminishing daily. This 
means the burden on allies, such 
as Hezbollah and other Shia forces 
brought in by Iran, will only in-
crease.

Faced with the regime’s setbacks, 
Hezbollah and Syria’s armed 

forces initiated a campaign 
recently to regain territory in 

the Qalamoun region, along Syria’s 
western border with Lebanon. 
While the party claimed it had 
scored victories, the reality is that 
al-Nusra Front and its allies avoided 
fixed battles and withdrew north-
ward, where Hezbollah hopes to 
bottle them up.

Yet whatever happens in Qalam-
oun, the battle there has more 
symbolic than strategic value. It is 
to compensate for successive Syrian 
regime reversals. As Shia politi-
cal commentator Lokman Slim, a 
critic of Hezbollah, has remarked, 
the party justified its intervention 
in Syria by saying it was protect-
ing Shia villages there. Now it is 
protecting Shia villages in Lebanon. 
There are no better signs of the 
party’s failures.

Syria will remain a black hole 
for Hezbollah. Iran and the Assad 
regime may alter their tactics and 
regroup (Syrian forces are reported-
ly abandoning an isolated military 
air base in Deir ez-Zor), but it is 
difficult to see them regaining the 
initiative, with or without the pres-
ence of foreign combatants.

Hezbollah must be considering 
the aftermath of Assad rule. Al-Jola-
ni’s call on the Lebanese to rise up 
against the party may go nowhere 
but Hezbollah is surely aware that 

the defeat of Assad in Syria will em-
bolden Lebanon’s Sunnis. For the 
last decade they have repeatedly 
been humiliated by Hezbollah and 
the party’s reckless behaviour has 
provoked calls for retribution.

In light of this how might Hezbol-
lah respond if Assad falls? While 
the party has revealed nothing, the 
options are few. Having lost a major 
ally and surrounded by hostile Sun-
nis in Syria and Lebanon, Hezbollah 
would have to protect itself and its 
arms by reinforcing itself within the 
Lebanese system.

This has led observers to specu-
late that Hezbollah may seek to 
change the Lebanese constitution 
to increase the share of power of 
the Shias. At the Taif conference of 
1989, which led to the end of the 
1975-90 civil war, shares were set 
at 50-50 for Muslims and Christians 
in parliament, the government and 
state institutions.

Hezbollah would like Shias to 
have more than that and the only 
way is to take power away from 
Christians, who represent no more 
than one-third of the population.

Ideally, Hezbollah would like a 
breakdown roughly of thirds — a 
third of seats each for the Shias, 
Sunnis and Maronite Christians, 
with adjustments for other minori-

ties. In that way, the party could 
forge a structural majority with 
Christians against Sunnis in the 
future. While the Christians may 
not go along with this, Hezbollah 
probably expects them to react to a 
takeover by Sunni Islamists in Syria 
by aligning with Lebanon’s Shias.

This is the scenario but how can 
it be achieved and how realistic 
is it? The polarisation in Lebanon 
makes a consensual agreement 
over amending Taif highly unlikely, 
while Christians will have to be 
persuaded that giving up represen-
tation will somehow make them 
safer. That is not easy but Hezbollah 
has relentlessly sought to exploit 
Christian fears of Sunni jihadists in 
recent months to affirm a strategic 
alliance between Christians and 
Shias.

Hezbollah is at a crossroads, 
with none of the paths leading to 
a desirable outcome. Syria is its 
Vietnam; Sunni hostility in Lebanon 
means the party no longer enjoys a 
consensus allowing it to retain its 
weapons; a nuclear deal between 
Iran and the United States could 
help make Hezbollah redundant, 
since there will be less need for an 
Iranian deterrent against Israel; 
and if the Assad regime collapses, 
Hezbollah will find itself isolated 
without a purpose other than to 
protect its sectarian interests.

Yet Hezbollah will not disappear. 
It still retains a potent arsenal, 
thousands of trained fighters and 
support among Shias. That is why 
if Assad exits, the only way to sta-
bilise Lebanon and avoid sectarian 
clashes is for Sunnis and Shias to 
engage in dialogue, then allow for 
time to render Hezbollah’s weapons 
superfluous.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He is 
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’ 
Square: An Eyewitness Account of 
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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