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ighters from China’s Mus-
lim Uighur minority have 
been joining Islamic State 
(ISIS) ranks in Syria for 
months even while Bei-

jing’s role in the war gave moral 
and political support to the regime 
of President Bashar Assad.

China has backed Russia in ve-
toing several UN Security Council 
resolutions condemning the Syrian 
regime, including one to have As-
sad prosecuted for war crimes and 
crimes against humanity by the In-
ternational Criminal Court. It has 
been an outspoken supporter of the 
military intervention by its Russian 
ally against the jihadist group.

China, Russia and Iran are Syria’s 
closest allies.

But scores of Uighur fighters from 
the western Chinese state of Xinji-
ang have joined ISIS , whose leader, 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, threatened 
China in 2014 over perceived op-
pression of Chinese Muslims.

Beijing claims members of the Ui-
ghur militant group the East Turke-
stan Islamic Movement (ETIM), 
which it blames for the violence in 
China’s far western region of Xin-
jiang,  have been training with ex-

tremists in Syria and Iraq. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi, speaking 
in Turkey on the sidelines of the 
Group of 20 summit  on November 
16th, said cracking down on ETIM 
should become “an important part” 
of the world’s war on terror.

According to a former ISIS mem-
ber who asked to be identified as 
Abu Hareth, Chinese fighters start-
ed arriving in Syria, via Turkey, in 
the summer of 2014 and settled in 
Tal Akhdar, west of Tal Abyad in 
Raqqa province, whose residents 
were displaced by ISIS.

“In August 2014, the first batch of 
300 fighters, accompanied by their 
families, entered Syria from the 
crossing of Tal Abyad on the Turk-
ish border. I was there by chance 
and saw them being shuttled to Tal 
Akhdar. When I asked about them, 
I was told they are Chinese Muslims 
joining ISIS,” Abu Hareth told The 
Arab Weekly in a Skype interview.

The Chinese fighters were isolat-
ed and no ISIS member was allowed 
to contact them. “We were strictly 
forbidden to enter Tal Akhdar. Even 
food supplies were handed to them 
at the entrance of the town,” Abu 
Hareth said.

“They were grouped in a special 
Chinese unit called Oussoud al 
Haydariya and were in contact with 
a number of Turkish fighters only 
because they all spoke Turkish. The 
unit fought in Kobani where some 
of its members were killed,” he 
added.

Chinese fighters were assigned to 
train “ISIS cubs”, whose age ranged 
between 13 and 17 years, in martial 
arts at the main training centre in 

Akayrashi, east of Raqqa city.
After the fall of Tal Abyad to 

Kurdish fighters, the Chinese com-
batants and their families were 
transferred to Raqqa city, where 
they mixed with fighters from cen-
tral Asia.

“ISIS has many combatants from 
Asia; however it is difficult to dis-
tinguish Chinese from Uzbeks and 
Tajiks. They all look very similar 
and they speak fluent Turkish,” said 
Mohamad Hammoud from Raqqa. 
Uzbek, Uighur and Turkish all be-
long to the Turkic language family 
and share a degree of mutual intel-
ligibility.

In addition to ISIS, Chinese fight-

ers have joined other armed groups, 
though in smaller numbers, includ-
ing al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra Front 
and Jaysh al-Muhajireen, which is 
based in Aleppo, Idlib and Latakia 
provinces.

A field activist in rural Aleppo, 
who asked not to be named, point-
ed out that the Chinese fighters, 
who had joined al-Nusra Front be-
cause it included Turkish members, 
later moved to ISIS, following Turks 
with whom they could communi-
cate in Turkish.

“Some Chinese were trained with 
the unit of Abu Youssef al Turki, 
which is specialised in sniping,” the 
activist said. “Abu Youssef trained 

hundreds of al-Nusra Front snipers 
before he was killed in a raid by the 
US-led coalition in rural Aleppo in 
September last year.”

Chinese fighters were also active 
with the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units fighting ISIS in Hasakah 
province in northern Syria. The 
Kurdish website Wilayati wrote 
about a young Chinese called Chao 
who had joined the Kurdish group 
after reading about the battle of 
Kobani in a Chinese newspaper.

When Russia engaged its air 
power a month ago to purportedly 
combat ISIS in Syria, China has con-
tented itself with political backing 
of its ally’s military intervention.

Unconfirmed reports that circu-
lated about China’s dispatch of war-
ships to the Syrian port of Tartus to 
back up the Russians were blasted 
as part of “a propaganda war”. “It 
is true that a number of Chinese 
experts are based in Tartus but 
they are communication special-
ists and have no military role since 
Syria does not possess any Chinese 
weapons,” a Tartus-based source 
told The Arab Weekly.

China has been extending moral 
and political support to the Syrian 
regime since the onset of the crisis, 
almost five years ago. It hopes that 
its staunch backing of Russia’s pur-
ported “war on ISIS” would prevent 
hundreds of Chinese jihadists from 
returning to China and spreading 
radical thoughts.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.
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s the situation in Syria 
continues to morph into 
an international quag-
mire, efforts by countries 
such Saudi Arabia and 

the United States to find a viable 
political solution to the lengthy war 
have been fruitless thus far.

Amid accusations of ineffective-
ness from those opposed to the 
Assad regime, the UN General As-
sembly recently endorsed a Saudi-
authored resolution calling for the 
condemnation of Iran because of its 
involvement in Syria.

The Saudi resolution, which was 
co-sponsored by a number of other 
Arab countries as well as the United 
States and Western powers, carried 
a veiled condemnation of Russia’s 
involvement in Syria, mainly its 
military attacks on the moderate 
Syrian opposition, which it stated 
benefited terrorist groups such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

However, the General Assembly’s 
endorsement is unlikely to change 
anything on the ground, experts 
said.

“It’s symbolic. It’s widely known 
that if you take a look at the history 
of the conflict the UN General As-
sembly has broadly been in support 
of the anti-Assad camp within the 
Syrian civil war,” said Christopher 
Phillips, a Syria expert at Chatham 
House, an international affairs 
think-tank in London.

According to Phillips, it is no sur-
prise that the resolution was en-
dorsed by the General Assembly, 
but he pointed out that numerous 
resolutions of a similar ilk have 
been passed before without any ef-
fect on UN policy.

“The UN is structured so that the 
Security Council is the body that 
holds any real authority. Russia and 
indeed China have made sure in the 
past that any serious condemnation 
of the broader pro-Assad camp has 
never gone through,” Phillips said.

The push for a transitional politi-
cal solution has been championed 
by Russia, a staunch supporter of 
the Assad regime. However, the 
prospects of it working are slim, as 
the Syrian opposition insists that 
Assad must go while the dictator 
has rubbished the notion of any 
political process as long as Syria is 
occupied by “terrorists”, a term the 
regime uses to label all of its oppo-
nents, whether they are peaceful 
activists or fighters on the ground, 
moderate or extreme.

“This timetable starts after start-
ing defeating terrorism. You cannot 
achieve anything politically while 
you have the terrorists taking over 

many areas in Syria,” Assad said in 
an interview with Italy’s Rai televi-
sion.

In comments to French magazine 
Valeurs Actuelles, the Iran-backed 
president went on to dismiss the 
idea of UN observers monitoring 
elections, saying the organisation 
had “lost all credibility”.

In regards to the Syrian opposi-
tion, an opinion piece in the maga-
zine collectively written by its main 
leaders reaffirmed their stance that 
Assad should have no political fu-
ture in Syria and that his exit is re-
quired to defeat ISIS.

“The only way to effectively take 
on ISIS is to create a ground force 
capable of fighting terror and sta-
bilising the country. With proper 
support, such a force could eradi-
cate the ISIS terror nest in Raqqa, 
but this will only happen when we 
formulate a political plan that en-
sures a transition away from Syria’s 

current leadership and state clearly 
that the end game is Assad’s exit 
from power,” the article said.

This comes at a time Saudi Arabia 
and the United States are trying to 
unify the ranks of the Syrian oppo-
sition. US Secretary of State John 
Kerry, while on a trip to the UAE, 
met with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan and Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir in an effort to bring 
Syrian opposition groups together 
at a conference in Riyadh in Decem-
ber. The Security Council met in Vi-
enna in November and agreed to be-
gin formal talks between the Syrian 
opposition and the Assad regime by 
January 1st. Whether the talks yield 
any result highly depends on the 
main players in the dispute.

“The question here is, how much 
leverage does Iran and Russia have 
over the Assad regime to make it 
negotiate and if it doesn’t negotiate 

is it in a position to engineer some 
sort of internal transition within the 
leadership of Syria?” Phillips said.

With regards to a political transi-
tion, Phillips underscored the im-
portance of knowing Russia’s moti-
vations.

“Who is it being duplicitous to?” 
he asked “Is it the West, where they 
are saying what the West wants to 
hear in order to get a deal and help 
Assad remain beyond the transi-
tional period? Or is it being duplici-
tous with the Assad regime, saying 
‘Look you’re the problem we need 
to stand by you at the moment to 
make sure we don’t look weak but 
once we got what we want then 
we’ll find someone that can be a lit-
tle more malleable than you are’?

“I suspect that’s what they are 
thinking.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (C) talks before a meeting with Emirati Foreign Minister Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan (L) and Saudi 
Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.

The only way to 
effectively take on 
ISIS is to create a 
ground force 
capable of fighting 
terror.


