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Syrian rebels eye Latakia in new advance

Dubai

I 

n the countryside of Latakia, 
Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s home province, two re-
nowned rebel commanders re-
cently posted on social media a 

photograph of themselves smiling 
next to one of the main roadways. 
They have good reason to smile as 
the rebel coalition Conquest Army 
has made significant gains that put 
the roads to Latakia and the strate-
gic coast within striking distance.

Rebels have rapidly swept 
through the remaining areas held 
by regime and foreign Shia militia 
fighters in the southern country-
side of Idlib province. They have 
also secured a number of villages in 
the Al-Ghab plain, which serves as a 
key supply route to Latakia.

The rebel advances pose a partic-
ularly embarrassing turn of events 
for Assad and his Iranian military 
backers, a day after giving a speech 
in which he said his forces had re-
treated from some areas to con-
solidate his defences along more 
secure lines. It is a position that 
has become increasingly difficult to 
sell to the Alawite constituency on 
which the government heavily de-
pends to man the National Defence 
Forces.

The rapid advance of the Con-
quest Army for the first time se-

riously threatens the Alawite 
heartland. Massive amounts of am-
munition and arms were captured 
as regime forces mounted a hasty 
and disorganised retreat.

Closer to Damascus, Lebanese 
Hezbollah fighters were confronted 
with sturdier resistance than antici-
pated as they attempted to capture 
the mountain town of Zabadani.

This area was particularly of val-
ue to the Shia militant group due to 
its location along key line of sup-
ply and communication linking the 
Hezbollah command in Lebanon 
with Damascus.

Assad’s forces also attempted 
to storm the rebel-held suburb of 
Jobar — a few kilometres from the 
centre of Damascus — only to be re-
pulsed despite a marked advantage 
in airpower and long-range artil-
lery.

Rebels have also faced setbacks, 
as a string of suicide attacks — like-
ly attributable to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) — was launched against Is-
lamist commanders as they met in 
northern Syria.

In northern Aleppo, recent Turk-
ish and coalition air strikes will 
ensure that ISIS is no longer posi-
tioned to launch surprise assaults 
into the flanks of rebel forces as it 
did earlier in 2015. And while the 
rebel Southern Front failed in its 
attempt to storm Deraa city, rebel 
commanders remain confident 
that a new push will soon cut off 
the remaining regime garrison and 
eventually clear the town of Assad 
militia forces.

ISIS finds itself on the defen-
sive in Aleppo, where its forces are 
spread thin and it faces the pos-
sibility of a two-front war. Coali-
tion and Turkish military planners 
would do well to leverage this new-
found momentum and coordinate a 
sustained air campaign to pave the 

way for Sunni Arab rebel forces to 
push into the “triangle of death” in 
eastern Aleppo along the towns of 
Al-Bab, Minbej and Jarabulus. Do-
ing so would make it increasingly 
difficult for ISIS to defend the ap-
proaches to Raqqa from a combined 
Arab and Kurdish assault.

Rebel advances have also been 
fraught with the question of how 
to maintain governance in the ar-
eas that are now falling under their 
control. In Idlib, the transfer of 
power to local civilian councils has 
been delayed. New tensions have 
flared between Jabhat al-Nusra, the 

al-Qaeda branch operating in the 
area, and some of the nationalist 
rebel brigades — a fissure that could 
easily explode into open interne-
cine Sunni conflict.

Reports have surfaced that the 
Americans sternly warned the re-
bels not to make a move against Da-
mascus — fearing that a precipitous 
fall of the regime would bring about 
further chaos. But it remains un-
clear if rebels have been similarly 
warned from making a concerted 
push towards the Mediterranean 
coastline.

If they are to sustain their gains, 

rebels must improve their capacity 
to work with local councils to pro-
vide essential services and civilian 
governance in areas that have been 
liberated. This is much easier said 
than done.

Nonetheless, as a fundamental 
rule of insurgency, the non-mili-
tary aspects of warfare — services, 
governance, public security — will 
prove just as crucial to success for 
either side.
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Rebel fighters ride a motorcycle near Al-Shaar bridge, near Hanano barracks in Aleppo, on August 1, 2015.
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US trying to stay off the slippery slope in Syria

A
lthough Washington 
and Ankara agreed 
to try to eliminate 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters from an 
important portion of 

Turkey’s border with Syria, 
extending from Aleppo to the 
Euphrates, a White House official 
told a closed-door meeting at the 
Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton that the Obama administra-
tion has no intention of creating 
protected areas in northern Syria. 
They just want to clear the ISIS 
from a portion of the Turkish 
border.

This makes no sense.
ISIS governs the territory in 

question. Something will replace 
it if ISIS is “cleared”. The Turks 
can be counted on to prevent 
Syrian Kurds from filling the 
vacuum. Washington and Ankara 
should both be worried about who 
else might.

The territory in question is 
strategically important to ISIS, 
the Syrian opposition, the Syrian 
Kurds and the Turks. It will have 
to be protected and governed. 
This is where ISIS has excelled. Its 
brutality has re-established fear 
in the populations it controls and 
enabled it to govern with minimal 
resources. 

ISIS brooks little dissent. 
It is unified, purposeful and 
predictable. Its courts are 
merciless. Crime in the areas it 

controls is down. Many Syrians no 
doubt would prefer to avoid the 
mistreatment ISIS dishes out but 
in a chaotic situation they may 
prefer to accept the devil they 
know. If ISIS is cleared out, one 
possibility is a return to the area of 
the Syrian government, whether in 
the guise of the decimated Syrian 
Army, Alawite/Shia militias or 
Hezbollah. From the Turkish point 
of view, that would be a disaster as 
it would significantly strengthen 
Ankara’s arch-enemy Bashar Assad 
on its southern border and provide 
him with the ability to allow 
infiltration of Turkey by both 
jihadi and Kurdish terrorists.

Or, more likely, ISIS could return 
as soon as American and Turkish 
attention turns elsewhere. The 
notion that ISIS can be cleared 
permanently without somehow 

providing minimal state functions 
in any area is unconvincing. 
Turkey is talking about Syrian 
refugees returning to the cleared 
area. They won’t do that unless 
there is some semblance of law 
and order.

The Americans may be leaving 
the tasks of holding and building 
to the Turks. That makes some 
sense because Turkish national 
interests are directly engaged. But 
a Turkish occupation of any part 
of Syria would rouse nationalist 
sentiments to fever pitch and risk 
unifying Syrians against a Turkish 
incursion.

The Turks could try to work 
through the moderate Syrian 
opposition, which is not strong 
in northern Syria and would 
need substantial assistance from 
Turkey to take over security and 

governance there. It is not clear 
that Ankara is prepared to take on 
that role but it may have to do so 
if it wants to keep the Kurds, the 
Syrian government and ISIS out of 
the area.

Withdrawal of ISIS has not 
brought peace and tranquillity 
to Tikrit, Kobane and other 
recovered areas. Like it or not, 
ISIS is more like an insurgency 
than anything else. Dealing with 
it requires the counter-insurgency 
not just to clear but also to hold 
and build. Neither in Iraq nor in 
Syria has this part of the job been 
done well.

So why is the Obama 
administration leaving this vital 
issue of who would govern in a 
liberated area of northern Syria 
unresolved? It wants to avoid 
getting involved in another 
state-building effort in the Middle 
East, where such attempts have 
repeatedly failed.

The impulse is understandable 
and US President Barack Obama 
has been committed to avoiding 
the slippery slope of greater US 
involvement in Syria. But Obama 
has acknowledged that it was 
a mistake to leave Libya to its 
own devices after the NATO-led 
intervention collapsed the regime 
of Muammar Qaddafi. Libya is in 
chaos.  Breeding in that chaos are 
several jihadist groups, including 
some that identify with ISIS. It 
would be no less a mistake to clear 
the Islamic State from a portion 
of northern Syria and leave the 
governing of liberated territory to 
chance.
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An ISIS flag flies over the custom office of Syria’s Jarabulus border gate as it is pictured 
from the Turkish town of Karkamis, in Gaziantep province, Turkey, on August 1, 2015.


