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A
leppo, Syria’s largest city 
before the civil war erupted 
in March 2011, has been 
one of the key battlegrounds 
in the conflict but no side 

has been able to secure overall con-
trol. Forces loyal to Syrian President 
Bashar Assad hold a large area of 
the ancient city and rebel groups 
control the rest.

In many ways, the battle for Aleppo, 
which began in 2012, is the civil war 
in microcosm. Neither side is strong 
enough to crush the other. It is a 
cruel war of attrition that is stead-
ily devastating the country.

Aleppo, one of the world’s oldest 
inhabited cities and once Syria’s 
commercial heart, is in ruins, its 
architectural treasures obliterated. 
With many of its pre-war population 
of 2 million either dead or driven 
from their homes, the city is dying.

While rebel forces, particularly 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and rival 
groups supported by Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar and Turkey, have made gains 
in northern and central Syria in recent 
weeks, there seems little likelihood 
of a knockout blow by an opposition 
unable to unite.

Events in Aleppo illustrate why. 
Early in July, several rebel groups 
consolidated under the banner of 
Fateh Halab — “Conquest of Aleppo” 
— in what is known as an “operations 
room”, a command centre in which 
all the diverse groups are represented. 
At least 15 rebel groups, numbering 
some 28,000 fighters, are controlled 
by the Aleppo centre.

In this incredibly complex war, 
with a cornucopia of rebel groups 
funded by various Arab powers and 
a bewildering variety of ideologies 
and political agendas, along with 
the Islamist groups that include 
Jabhat al-Nusra, which is al-Qaeda’s 
official Syrian wing, and the more 

fanatical ISIS, opposition factions 
are constantly shifting alliances or 
fighting each other as well as the 
regime. This multiplicity of players 
and divergent agendas is arguably 
Assad’s greatest asset. It allows his 
forces, heavily augmented by Iranian-
backed Shia groups such as Hezbol-
lah of Lebanon and Iraqi militias 
plus mercenaries from as far afield 
as Afghanistan and Pakistan, to hold 
onto large swathes of territory.

The Aleppo coalition includes the 
Liwa’ Suqour al-Jabal group, al-Sham 
Front, the Nur el-Din Zanki Brigade, 
the Safwa Brigades, and the Dawn 
of the Caliphate Brigades, and Bat-
talion 16.

Fighters interviewed by The Arab 
Weekly said that while most factions 
cooperate during battles, they also 
have different goals, which impede 
coordination and formulating an 
overall rebel strategy against Assad’s 
regime. “Some groups favour a civil 
management of Aleppo but radical 
groups such as al-Nusra oppose that,” 
one source explained.

At first, Fateh Halab made gains. 
On July 3rd, it overran an area known 
as Bouhouth al-Ilmiya (Scientific 
Studies and Research Centre), a 
regime-held position on the city’s 
western edge.  Lieutenant Hassan 
Khalil of the Liwa’ Suqour al-Jabal 
(Falcons of the Mountain) said rebel 
forces are heavily entrenched in 
some 60% of the city, opposed on 
two sides by Assad’s troops, but they 
have been unable to exploit their 
July 3rd success.

He told The Arab Weekly in Rey-
hanli, a Turkish town on the Syrian 
border, that the regime has repeat-

edly hit the rebel-held sector with 
shellfire and barrel bombs dropped 
from helicopters and on July 7th 
mounted a chlorine gas attack.

Khalil said the rebels should expand 
on recent gains by targeting regime 
strongpoints, such as the Mukhabarat 
Jawiya (air force intelligence) head-
quarters in Aleppo and the Military 
Academy, which are used to launch 
attacks on rebel-held sectors.

“The fall of such positions would 
liberate large civilian neighbour-
hoods,” he said. While al-Nusra has 
focused on civilian areas, other 
groups, such as the Nur el Dine el-
Zinki Brigade, believe that priority 
should be given to cutting the regime’s 
supply routes.

A 60-kilometre front-line with 
ISIS, the Aleppo alliance’s other 

enemy, that stretches from the Turk-
ish border to Aleppo has compelled 
the rebels to split their forces between 
sectors. “We’re being exhausted by 
these two fronts,” said an officer in 
the Nur el Dine el-Zinki Brigade.

Another critical factor that pre-
vents the rebels forming a battle-
winning alliance is differences in 
ideology and sect. “Our militants 
face a dilemma when they fight ISIS 
because they’re Sunni Muslims like 
us,” Khalil explained. “This is an 

issue they don’t think of when clash-
ing with Hezbollah or the National 
Defence Force (NDF),” a military 
formation trained by Iran’s al-Quds 
Force and Hezbollah to support 
Assad’s overstretched army. The 
NDF is largely made up of Shia and 
Syria’s Alawite minority, a Shia off-
shoot that dominates the regime.

These problems are crippling rebel 
forces across Syria. The prospect of 
a unified command capable of bring-
ing down Assad’s hated regime is 
decidedly dim in a region where sect 
is often more important than nation-
ality.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
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Damascus

S ilencing the guns in war-
ravaged Syria hasn’t been 
easy since anti-regime pro-
tests turned into a bloody 
and destructive conflict more 

than four years ago. But local cease-
fires — something that the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad describes 
as “national reconciliation agree-
ments” — have been concluded here 
and there, giving opposition fighters 
and army forces well-needed res-
pites.

However, such deals, necessary to 
allow the delivery of badly needed 
humanitarian assistance, proved 
temporary. They started in Moad-
amiya, a western suburb of Damascus, 
and followed in other towns and 
neighbourhoods in rural Damascus 
and Latakia.

Mohamad al-Jiroudi, an activist 
from the town of Jiroud, north-east 
of Damascus, said ceasefire arrange-
ments were imposed by developments 
on the ground and a status quo in 
hotspots and on the frontlines. He 
said Jiroud has been experiencing 
relative calm since 2014 under a deal 
reached between prominent figures 
in the town and government forces.

“However, the purported recon-
ciliation, bragged about in the official 
media, is not a real one but a tempo-
rary truce that served the interests 
of the opposing sides. The government 
wanted to reduce the number of fronts 
in which it is engaged and the (pro-
opposition) inhabitants of Jiroud 
sought to spare their town from the 
wrath of the army’s military opera-
tions,” al-Jiroudi said. In brief, the 
activist argued: “The reconciliation 
is tantamount to a volatile ceasefire 

that could collapse any minute.”
Although the fine print differed, 

the agreements were mostly similar, 
allowing rebels to maintain control 
of the areas, and desperately needed 
food supplies to enter, in return for 
handing over heavy weaponry and 
halting attacks by the rebels.

The accords were concentrated on 
Damascus and its surroundings. They 
included the Damascus neighbour-
hoods of Barza, al-Medan, al Qadam 
and Sidi Meqdad, in addition to the 
suburban towns of Moadamiya, Babila, 
Beit Sahm, Qudsiya and Wadi Barada. 
Two neighbourhoods in the coastal 
city of Latakia — Hay al-Ramel and 
Konaines — were covered by deals 
reached between December 2013 and 
August 2014.

Youssef al-Dimashqi, an activist 
from Wadi Barada, said the local 

accords, which are at the centre of 
the government’s “reconciliation 
efforts”, provided for hoisting the 
Syrian flag, allowing fighters to set-
tle their legal status and the displaced 
to return, as well as restoring water, 
electricity and communication ser-
vices and removing government 
checkpoints.

“The truces are also very similar 
in terms of their volatility and could 
be violated at anytime… They are 
reconciliation accords only in the 
form, not the substance,” Dimashqi 
said. 

“In Wadi Barada, the truce stipu-
lated that the government forces 
would not interfere in the town at 
all, in return for pumping drinking 
water from al-Fija spring. But the 
accord was recently breached by the 
army in an attack on the town’s out-

skirts, to which the militants retali-
ated by disrupting water supply to 
Damascus.”

Al-Fija spring, the main source of 
potable water reaching Damascus, 
has been controlled for more than 
three years by armed groups and used 
as a weapon in the war. “The rebels 
cut off water supply to Damascus 
more than once, blackmailing the 
government until the latter agreed 
to their demands, which were mostly 
about releasing prisoners from the 
regime’s jails,” Dimashqi said.

In a recent instance, gunmen closed 
the taps in retaliation for an offensive 
that government troops, backed by 
fighters from Lebanon’s Shia Hezbol-
lah, launched against rebels in Zabadani. 
“This (water) is regarded as a perfectly 
legitimate weapon to change dynam-
ics and the balance of power on the 
battleground,” he added.

The local ceasefires were becom-
ing alarmingly precarious in more 
than one spot where “reconciliation” 
accords have been sealed. “For instance, 
simultaneous mass demonstrations 
protesting the offensive in Zabadani 
took place in Moadamiya and Barza, 
to which the army responded with 
artillery fire and bombing, putting 
the truces on the threshold of total 
collapse,” Dimashqi said.

A possible breakdown of the truces 
would place Damascus under serious 
threat of an opposition offensive.

“The situation would then return 
to square one, which is not in the 
interest of the authorities in Damas-
cus,” according to an opposition 
activist identified as Sleiman. 

“The government will have to exer-
cise self-restraint and deal with the 
matter carefully because they cannot 
afford to reignite those fronts, espe-
cially that the army is overstretched 
in such hotspots as Idlib, Deraa and 
Aleppo.”

“The Syrian government has ini-
tially accepted with much grudges 
the armed groups’ conditions under 
the deals, fearing a large-scale offen-
sive on Damascus, at a time its forces 
were scattered on several fronts across 
the country,” Sleiman argued, adding 
that the government “will probably 
revisit the accords once it has secured 
the distant battle fronts”.

In addition to water, electricity and 
natural gas supplies are being used 
as weapons in the war, al-Jiroudi 
noted. He said rebel groups, which 
have seized control of gas pipelines 
in the town of Mahsa, which supply 
power plants in Damascus, have been 
extorting money from the govern-
ment and trying to win the release 
of prisoners.

Syria has had acute power ration-
ing since mid-July with cuts reaching 
18 hours a day in Damascus and other 
major cities. Analysts agree that the 
deals, which followed months of siege 
by the Syrian military in what oppo-
nents have called a “surrender or 
starve” strategy, are not sustainable 
but are being constantly breached 
and will eventually collapse.

“Only the truce deals brokered in 
Latakia have been maintained with-
out any breaches, simply because 
the area is still outside the blackmail-
ing and pressure game between the 
government and the opposition, at 
least for now,” Sleiman contended.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor to 
The Arab Weekly. He has been cover-
ing Syria since 1995.
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Fighters at a rebel-controlled area of Aleppo (file photo).
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Syria’s ‘reconciliation’ deals near collapse

Street protest in January during a ceasefire between Syrian loyalist 
forces and rebel fighters in the towns of Babila and 
Beit Sahm, in south-east Damascus.


