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015 was the worst and 
most destructive year yet 
for Syria in terms of eco-
nomic, social, human and 
ecological losses. It wit-

nessed the expansion of the self-
styled Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria 
after Iraq’s and Russia’s powerful 
military intervention against the 
Islamist militants, buttressing the 
positions of regime forces of be-
leaguered Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

Also, France and Britain joined 
the US-led coalition carrying out 
air strikes on ISIS targets in Syria 
following the deadly Paris attacks 
on November 13th. By the end of 
2015, Syria’s skies were jammed 
with foreign air forces combating 
militant terrorism, using destruc-
tive weapons, including cruise 
missiles, and causing more de-
struction and heavy casualties.

While opposition groups 
succeeded in gaining control of 
Idlib province in northern Syria, 
more territory fell into ISIS hands 
in the country’s interior, including 
UNESCO World Heritage site 
Palmyra and eastern rural Homs.

The bloodiest battles in which 
government troops, backed by 
Lebanon’s Shia group Hezbollah, 
and Iranian and Iraqi combatants, 
sustained the highest losses oc-
curred in rural Damascus, Qunei-
tra and Deraa. The army managed 
to recapture several towns in the 
area but at a very high human cost, 
both among civilians and the mili-
tary.

Lawyer Mahmoud Merhi, the 
head of the Arab Organisation for 
Human Rights in Syria, noted that 
2015 witnessed the highest num-
ber of casualties since the outbreak 
of the conflict. “The number of vic-
tims has augmented tremendously 

during this year,” he said, stressing 
that casualties estimated at more 
than 200,000 at the end of 2014, 
increased tremendously in 2015.

Although no accurate estimates 
could be possibly obtained, Merhi 
said it is believed that more than 
350,000 people, mainly civilians 
including women and children, 
have died since anti-regime pro-
tests in March 2011 were ruthlessly 
repressed by Assad and degener-
ated into a fully fledged civil war. 
The war has produced more than 
700,000 wounded, according to 
Merhi, in addition to 4 million ref-
ugees who sought shelter abroad 
and 7 million internally displaced.

According to a report by the Syr-
ian Centre for Policy Research: “By 
the end of the year, Syrian refugees 
will become the biggest refugee 
community in contemporary his-
tory.” By mid-2015, Syria had lost 
more than 8% of its population, 
almost 49% were forced to move 
from their homes and 1.37 million 
chose voluntary migration, the re-
port said.

Most Syrian cities and regions 
have been devastated by the con-
flict, leaving large agricultural ar-
eas without cultivation, especially 

in the provinces of Raqqa, Deir ez-
Zor and Hasakah, Syria’s main cen-
tres for wheat production. Some 
70% of the country’s wheat comes 
from the region, which is largely 
controlled by ISIS.

Syria’s wheat production in 2014-
15 stood at 2.8 million tonnes, well 
below its pre-crisis production of 
an average of 3.5 million tonnes, 
which was enough to satisfy local 
demand and permit substantial 
exports, according to chief statisti-
cian at Syria’s Ministry of Agricul-
ture Haitham Haidar.

The drop in production, despite 
good rainfall in 2015, was largely 
due to loss of agricultural land to 
ISIS and the fact that “all danger-
ous and unsafe areas in other re-
gions were not farmed”, Haidar 
said.

On the military side, the main 
development occurred later in 
the year with Moscow’s direct in-
volvement in the Syrian conflict, 
conducting extensive air strikes 
and long-range missile attacks on 
ISIS positions. Opposition groups 
charged that Russia strikes were 
targeting them as well in a bid to 
bolster Assad.

“The powerful intervention 

proved to Washington and Europe 
that Moscow decided to bet all its 
cards in Syria and that it will not 
allow the regime’s collapse, at any 
cost,” Syrian strategist Hassan Has-
san told The Arab Weekly.

“Russia’s military role in Syria 
helped the regime forces recap-
ture hundreds of square kilometres 
from the opposition, especially in 
rural Latakia and Aleppo,” Has-
san said. “Ending the 3-year siege 
of Kuwaires air base (near Aleppo) 
was the biggest regime victory in 
2015 and would not have been pos-
sible without the Russian bombard-
ment.”

Five years of a destructive con-
flict has decimated the Syrian 
economy, depriving the country of 
all its resources and destroying its 
infrastructure, including factories, 
schools and hospitals in addition to 
residential areas.

Moreover, Syria’s oil, gas and ar-
chaeological sites have been sys-
tematically looted. ISIS, which 
relies heavily on oil and artefacts 
smuggling for income, is also re-
sorting to primitive methods for 
refining oil, seriously endangering 
the environment.

The conflict also devastated large 

areas of forestry, orchards and 
groves, especially in the provinces 
of Latakia, Hama and Idlib. It is esti-
mated that forestry, which covered 
576,000 hectares of Syria’s surface 
of 18.5 million hectares, receded by 
more than one-third, according to 
the Ministry of Agriculture. Green 
areas were lost due to fierce fight-
ing as well as tree cutting by mafias 
selling firewood for heating in areas 
short of fuel and diesel.

Deputy Minister of Economy 
Hayyan Sleiman estimated losses in 
the industrial sector at 60%, more 
than 85% in agriculture, 96% in the 
tourism sector and 100% in expat 
remittances, due to international 
sanctions imposed on Syrian banks, 
in addition to $2 billion of income 
losses from oil and electricity.

“Syria’s economic losses have ex-
ceeded 6,000 billion Syrian pounds 
($300 billion) so far,” Sleiman said.

“Despite their magnitude, these 
figures are not final and can only be 
updated after terrorists are elimi-
nated.”
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A Syrian man sits inside his home after reported air strikes by Syrian regime forces in the eastern Ghouta region, a rebel stronghold east 
of the capital Damascus, last December.
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ran’s military commander in 
Syria, Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani, has been reported 
to have been killed or gravely 
wounded in fighting around 

the ancient battle-scarred city of 
Aleppo.

Tehran insists this iconic war-
hero, who has masterminded clan-
destine Iranian operations in Iraq 
and across the Middle East in the 
Islamic Republic’s drive to become 
the paramount regional power, is 
alive and kicking.

But Soleimani, commander of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps’ (IRGC) elite Quds Force, has 
missed several recent public func-
tions and the speculation is that the 
Syrian war has claimed one of its 
highest-ranking victims, underlin-
ing the mounting toll that Tehran 
is paying to keep Assad’s brutal re-
gime in power.

Indeed, 2015 has been the worst 
year for Iranian troops, including 
generals, since Tehran deployed 
forces there in 2012. According to 
the Foundation for Defense of De-
mocracies (FDD) in Washington, 
death notices indicate that 222 IRGC 
personnel have been killed since 
January 2012, along with a similar 
number of Afghan and Pakistani 
Shia militiamen — although the true 
death toll is probably far higher.

Seven IRGC generals, possibly 
including the notoriously elusive 
Soleimani, were killed in the intense 

battles of 2015. By comparison, only 
one US general has been killed in a 
conflict zone since the Vietnam war 
ended more than 40 years ago.

The high-ranking casualties un-
derline how the IRGC and the Shia 
militias they command are now the 
cutting edge of pro-Assad forces. 
These are largely concentrated in 
the northern provinces of Aleppo, 
Idlib and Hama, where major re-
gime offensives are under way and 
which since September 30th have 
been given air support by Syria-
based Russian warplanes.

Tehran has long denied it is mili-
tarily involved in Syria beyond an 
advisory role but as Assad’s forces 
have been crippled by heavy losses, 
desertions and widespread draft-
dodging, the Iranians and their Shia 
militias recruited in Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan have become vital 
to Assad’s survival.

Western military sources estimate 
there are more than 7,000 Iranians 
and non-Iranian militia mercenaries 
in Syria and doing most of the fight-
ing.

In October, General Joseph Dun-
ford, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, claimed there were 2,000 
Iranian troops in Syria. Syrian oppo-
sition sources claim more are likely 
to be deployed as the northern of-
fensives drag on.

Indeed, Iran-watchers, such as 
Ali Alfoneh of FDD, say that the 
IRGC’s death lists indicate that regu-
lar IRGC troops, not just the special 
operatives of the Quds Force, are 
now being fed into the Syrian kill-
ing machine. “Under Soleimani, the 
differences between the missions 

of the IRGC’s Ground Force and the 
expeditionary Quds Force is rapidly 
blurring,” Alfoneh said. “Effectively, 
the entire (IRGC) is turning into one 
large expeditionary Quds Force.”

Iran’s deployment of the Quds 
Force and the Basij, the large Iranian 
paramilitary force controlled by the 
Guards, and reportedly units from 
the IRGC’s regular ground forces, 
is not likely to be able to keep pace 
with the combat losses.

The relentless flow of foreign 
fighters joining jihadist groups such 
as the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-
Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing 
— between 27,000 and 31,000 in the 
last year, according to the US-based 
Soufan Group consultancy — means 
Iran will be hard-pressed to match 
force levels in Syria.

Gary C. Gambill of the Middle East 
Forum has long viewed the Islamic 
Republic’s intervention in Syria 
to support key Arab ally Assad as 
“Iran’s Stalingrad”.

“The Iranian surge,” he wrote in 
June 2013, “won’t prevent the over-
whelmingly Sunni Arab rebels from 
eventually prevailing on the battle-
field. Sunni Arabs have a five-to-one 
demographic edge over the minority 
Alawites.”

Randa Slim of the Middle East 
Institute acknowledges that Iran’s 
growing investment of men and 
money — $6 billion a year, according 
to UN officials — has, with Russian 
support, kept Assad in power de-
spite repeated setbacks.

“However, all is not going well for 
Iran in Syria,” she observed. “Tehran 
faces a classic case of mission creep: 
It is being forced to commit ever-

greater military and financial re-
sources in Syria, falling deeper into 
the Syrian quagmire with no clear 
exit strategy.”

Analysts Fouad Hamdan, a Leba-
nese, and Shiar Youssef, a Syrian, 
who head the activist group Naame 
Shaam which monitors Iran’s role 
in Syria, have even argued that US 
President Barack Obama has delib-
erately avoided decisive interven-
tion to aid Assad’s foes so that Iran 
will be irrevocably weakened, just 
as the United States did during the 
Soviet Union’s 1979-89 war in Af-
ghanistan.

Hamdan and Youssef said Wash-
ington has been “providing moder-
ate Syrian rebels with just enough 
support not to lose the war, but 
not enough to win it either. Even 
this support has declined in recent 
months and rebel groups have suf-
fered more losses in northern Syr-
ia.” They call this a US “slow-bleed-
ing policy”.
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Iranian mourners carry the 
casket of Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps member 
Abdollah Bagheri, who was 
killed fighting in Syria, last 
year.
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