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Syria’s Druze minority
arming to defend against ISIS

Syrian regime is running out   of men
began supplying rebel forces with 
US-made TOW anti-tank missiles, 
which greatly increased their 
firepower.

According to the 2015 edition of 
the IISS’s Military Balance, the air 
force has shrunk from 555 combat 
aircraft in 2011 to 277 today.

Even so, since the rebels have 
no air wing, the air force remains 
a potent weapon that Assad fre-
quently unleashes on civilians in 
rebel-held territory, which have 
also been repeatedly targeted by 
Soviet-era Scud ballistic missiles 
and FROG-7 rockets. These have 
often been armed with chemical 
warheads that have inflicted heavy 
civilian losses, according to civil 
rights monitors, relief agencies 
and diplomatic sources.

Hundreds of people were 
slaughtered by sarin nerve gas in 
a missile attack on rebel-held sub-
urbs of Damascus in 2013. Under 
international pressure, the regime 
agreed to eliminate its chemical 
weapons arsenal but there are se-
rious concerns that Damascus re-
tains stockpiles. There have been 
repeated allegations the regime is 
using toxins such as chlorine gas.

In 2014, the army, supported by 
Hezbollah and Shia militias de-
ployed by Iran’s military supremo 
in Syria, Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
made substantial advances. The 
regime appeared stronger than at 

any time since 2012 as its forces 
became more adept at urban war-
fare and counter-insurgency op-
erations.

Russian and Iranian arms sup-
plies were steady, while most re-
bel groups were having trouble 
acquiring weapons, particularly 
anti-tank missiles to counter As-
sad’s armour. Elite units such as 
the Presidential Guard and the 4th 
Armoured Division are loyal and 
remain the core of the regime’s 
military.

But as the army has been de-
graded Assad finds himself totally 
dependent on Iran and that has re-
portedly caused friction within the 
Damascus leadership.

Some senior officers have appar-
ently fallen from favour because 
they complained about the role of 
Soleimani’s officers from the elite 
Quds Force, the IRGC’s expedi-
tionary wing and the spearhead of 
Tehran’s expansionist operations 
from Lebanon to Afghanistan.

These officers are particularly 
incensed at the way that Iran, 
which for most of the time since 
Assad’s father struck an alliance 
with the Islamic Republic in 1980 
was the junior partner, has become 
the dominant partner.

Manaf Tlass told The Wall Street 
Journal in 2014 that one of his 
reasons for defecting was the Ira-
nian takeover, along with Assad’s 
refusal to compromise. “Bashar 
never opted at any time for serious 
and credible reforms, but instead 
chose to destroy the country rath-
er than lose power,” Tlass said. “He 
sold Syria to the Iranians.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle East 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

Today, death, 
desertion and 
defections have 
reduced the army’s 
strength to an 
estimated 110,000 
men
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yria’s Druze minority has 
tried hard to stay neutral in 
the raging war between the 
Alawite regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad and 

the mainly Sunni-driven opposi-
tion. However, more than four years 
into the conflict, the community — 
3% of Syria’s population — is taking 
up arms to defend itself against the 
threat of rampant Islamic radical-
ism.

With the support of Lebanese 
co-religionists, Syrian Druze, who 
played a major role in shaping the 
country’s modern history, are pre-
paring for a much feared battle with 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qae-
da-affiliated al-Nusra Front, whose 
fighters have reached the outskirts 
of their heartland of Sweida in Jabal 
al-Arab, in southern Syria.

According to Youssef Jarbou, one 
of the community’s three sheikhs 
al-Aql — the highest spiritual lead-
ers — the Druze are regrouping in a 
single force under the banner Na-
tion Shield to confront the looming 
danger.

“This group was established in or-
der to face the big threats posed by 
radical terrorist organisations that 
have been endangering the nation 

for more than four years,” Jarbou 
told The Arab Weekly.

“Today, the province of Sweida 
is in big danger, necessitating the 
creation of Nation Shield to defend 
the land, the people and the nation.

“We will not allow chaos and dis-
order in Sweida. We, also, will not 
allow ISIS to enter the province, 
which our youth are fully ready 
to defend,” Jarbou said. “We are 
deeply worried and cautious about 
our future and what is being plotted 
against our area.”

The mountainous Sweida prov-
ince is the heartland of Syria’s Druze 
population.

According to sources in the Druze 
community in Lebanon, their co-
religionists in Syria feel abandoned 
after the Syrian Army, fighting for 
the survival of Assad’s regime, 
pulled out the bulk of its troops sta-
tioned in the province. “The Druze 
in Syria are being left alone to face 
their fate. They can only rely on 
themselves for protection,” said one 
source who asked for anonymity.

The withdrawal of Syrian troops 
from Sweida coupled with specula-
tion that the Assad regime was play-
ing to protect itself and its interests 
by setting up an enclave for its Ala-
wite minority, an offshoot of Shia 
Islam, in two provinces along the 
eastern Mediterranean coast.

It is rumoured that the enclave 
will serve as the seat of Assad’s 
presidency if his regime collapses in 
Damascus, which is surrounded by 
hotspots ruled by the armed oppo-
sition, ISIS militants or other Islam-
ist radicals.

With that in mind, the Druze 
would find themselves in a divided, 
war-ransacked country with no clue 
of who might win the right to rule.

Since the outbreak of anti-regime 
demonstrations, which developed 
into a fully fledged civil war, the 
Druze have been reluctant to adopt 
a clear-cut position in support of 
one party or another. When mass 
demonstrations erupted in nearby 
Sunni Deraa in March 2011, Sweida 
remained relatively calm.

While discreetly accommodat-
ing the regime, the community’s 
religious and political leaders have 
opted for disassociation from the 
conflict, preaching neutrality rath-
er than rebellion. Eventually, this 
strained once good relations with 
Sunni neighbours.

Opposition to the regime has 
clearly increased among the Druze 
in the past two years, so is appre-
hension over the Islamist character 
of the rebellion and the growing 
tide of radicalism.

The split among Druze politicians 
in Lebanon over the Syrian conflict 
— some advocating rebellion against 
Assad; others preaching opposition 
to the Sunni-driven rebellion — also 
fed existing Druze dilemmas.

The community had already paid 
a heavy price in the conflict. Many 
young Druze who were conscripted 
into the army have been killed after 
being positioned at the forefront of 
battles. This resulted in defections 
of Druze personnel and resistance 
to further conscription. The army 
refrained from moving against 
them, preferring not to inflame Dru-
ze antipathy against the regime.

Jarbou brushed aside allegations 
that the regime has abandoned 
Sweida to an unknown fate, al-
though he acknowledged that mis-
takes had been committed. “The 
state is engaged in other regions 
where (opposition) attacks are be-
ing waged on the nation, giving the 
impression that it had given up on 
Sweida,” he said.

However, blunt denunciations of 
the regime were made earlier in 2015 
by Sheikh Wahid al-Balous, who is 
said to have some 10,000 armed fol-
lowers. Balous rose to prominence 
after repelling an attack by al-Nusra 
Front on the village of Deir Dama in 
Sweida’s countryside. His and other 
armed groups affiliated with reli-
gious scholars are reportedly join-
ing forces under Nation Shield.

According to a Sweida-based 
writer and historian, who spoke to 
The Arab Weekly on condition of 
anonymity, “the battle of the Jabal” 
is inevitable and will be a turning 
point in the conflict.

“There is no doubt that the prov-
ince will witness acts of violence 
and that the bill will be very high,” 
the writer said. “He pointed out that 
Sweida’s residents were stocking up 
on food and dozens of youth were 
enlisting in Nation Shield, which 
is to be led by retired Druze Army 
General Nayef al-Akel.

Accusing ISIS and al-Nusra Front 
of being tools for Western powers, 
the writer said, “The majority of the 
Druze are determined to resist the 
substitute of the American-Western 
army (ISIS) and defeat them, ex-
actly as their ancestors did against 
tyrants in the past.”

Druze disaffection with the re-
gime is well below the level of acute 
hostility commonly felt by Sunnis. 
But many of prominent sheikhs 
have openly become increasingly 
critical and defiant, making de-
mands and serving warnings to 
both the government and the op-
position.

Mounir Harastani, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
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