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T 

he Syrian government 
has set up “Self-Defence 
Units”, a force of reserv-
ists serving behind the 
front lines to help the 

Syrian Army address manpower 
shortages caused by the high num-
ber of casualties over five years of 
unrelenting fighting and the flight 
of young men skipping compulsory 
military service.

The Self-Defence Units’ main 
mission is to reinforce government 
control in areas recaptured from 
the rebels. The new force, howev-
er, is also viewed as an attempt to 
plant Alawite recruits, known for 
their loyalty to the Assad regime, 
in Sunni areas to prevent breaches 
by rebels.

Mohran Abdel Razzak, an em-
ployee of the state-run Tobacco 
Institute in Tartous in the mainly 
Alawite province of Latakia, said 
he joined the Self-Defence Units 
to help protect his city. Soon after 
completing his training, however, 
he and 130 Alawite colleagues went 
to Al-Waer in Homs, a Sunni prov-
ince.

“I was granted a house that be-
longed to a displaced family and a 
40-dunum (40,000 sq. metre) plot 
of land to cultivate. Three months 

since we have been in Al-Waer, we 
were not asked to participate in 
any security mission but we were 
given facilities to work in agricul-
ture with promises to receive more 
land,” Abdel Razzak said.

Another 1,500 recruits from Tar-
tous were transferred to Maan and 
Souran, Sunni towns in Hama, 
where they were given houses and 
land in an apparent bid to encour-
age resettlement.

Salem Hamed, who worked at 
the electricity company of Tartous, 
moved his family to Souran in De-
cember. “The offer was too tempt-
ing. We were given a house and 25 
dunums (25,000 sq. metres) of land 
planted with pistachio trees,” he 
said.

Officials say the Self-Defence 
Units, consisting essentially of pub-
lic servants and volunteers, are de-
signed to guard newly recaptured 
towns and man checkpoints to free 
up regular Syrian Army units to 
fight on the front lines against the 
rebels.

Recruitment for the new force 
started five months ago, as the 
army, bolstered by Russian air 
strikes, began regaining control of 
towns and villages.

“Until the beginning of Febru-
ary, the units have attracted 15,770 
volunteers, mostly among gov-
ernment employees, who have 
received training under the direct 
supervision of army officers,” a 
source from the units’ command 
said on condition of anonymity.

The recruits attend a one-week 
training session during which they 
learn how to fire weapons such as 
rifles and machine guns and man 
checkpoints, acting as a backup 
force behind the front lines.

After graduating, the reservists 
take over checkpoints from regular 

troops, who are then deployed to 
the battlefields.

“It is the duty of all citizens to 
participate in the defence of their 
country during big crises, like is 
happening in Syria today,” the 
source said, arguing that most of 
the force’s members are civil serv-
ants who are not actually in service 
because a large number of govern-
ment bodies have not been operat-
ing due to the war.

A security official, who asked for 
anonymity, explained that recent 
regime gains have made it neces-
sary to enlist civilians to contribute 
to preserving security.

“We do not want to repeat past 
mistakes when the army’s rear lines 
were left undefended and vulner-
able to the enemy attacks. The Self-
Defence Units are an innovative 
way for protecting liberated areas 
and prevent the occurrence of any 
breach,” the official said. He said 
in the past four months, the Syrian 
Army has regained control over 170 
towns and villages with an area of 

2,000 sq. kilometres.
The regime’s forces, which have 

seen serious manpower shortages 
in recent months, have been relying 
heavily on foreign troops, including 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Afghan and 
Iraqi militiamen as well as Iranian 
servicemen, across the country.

The army officer in charge of 
training recruits in a camp at Al-
Dreij, west of Damascus, said they 
are not trained to participate in ac-
tual fighting but fill the void when 
the army moves on.

“They are tasked with strength-
ening control over the towns and 
villages retaken by the military dur-
ing their advance in order to main-
tain the size of the attacking troops 
and not to waste any in securing 
these areas,” said the officer, who 
asked to be identified as “General 
Samir”.

He said the units’ members who 
work for the government will re-
turn to their public jobs once the 
need for them has ceased. They get 
an additional 50% above their ba-

sic salaries. Volunteers who do not 
work in the public administration 
receive a monthly compensation of 
about $80.

Mahmoud Safadi, who was dis-
placed from Harasta near Damas-
cus, worked at a factory of the 
Ministry of Industry in Douma in 
rural Damascus before it was de-
stroyed in the fighting. He said he 
has joined the Self-Defence Units 
because he has been “out of job” for 
several years. “I hope this could be 
a prelude to restore the army’s con-
trol over Harasta so I could return to 
my home,” he said.

Labour Ministry employee Wis-
sam Rammal had a different reason 
for enlisting. “I am against partici-
pating in the war but I joined the 
Self-Defence Units to avoid being 
harassed or accused of taking sides 
(with the rebels),” he said.

Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
western Syria.
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Arabs v Kurds in northern Syria: Will history repeat itself?

M 

ilitias from the 
Kurdish People’s 
Protection Units 
(YPG) have taken 
control of large 
areas in Hasakah, 

Raqqa and Aleppo governorates 
in north-eastern Syria with the 
help from the international 
coalition, the Syrian Army and 
Russian warplanes.

The areas involved are home to 
a mix of Syrians, including Arabs 
and Kurds, Muslims and Chris-
tians. In fact, Kurds are a minority 
or non-existent in some of the 
areas.

The takeover caused ethnic ten-
sions but perhaps what truly broke 
Arab-Kurd relations in northern 
Syria was when units from the 
mostly Kurdish Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) took control of Tal 
Rifaat and Deir Jamal, where Arabs 
are the majority.

Not everyone was happy about 
this turn of events. Arabs, Turk-
men and even some Kurds, plus 
factions from the Syrian opposition 
who are not in conflict with the 
Kurdish forces, protested loudly. 

They see in the Kurds taking con-
trol of Tal Rifaat and changing its 
name to Arvad as prologue to the 
realisation of the Kurdish national-
ists’ dream of a state of their own 
in northern Syria — in disregard to 
the feelings and opinions of the 
rest of the Syrian people.

Some Syrians say that SDF’s 
provocative actions will result in 
years of enmity between Arabs and 
Kurds.

If Arabs in the areas are putting 
up with Kurdish control, it is be-
cause the Kurds have the support 
of the international coalition and 
Russia, allegedly because they are 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS).

A few months ago, during a 
meeting between US Army officers 
and Syrian opposition leaders in 
southern Turkey, the US officers 
asked opposition factions to take 
the Kurds as allies to form a force 

to fight ISIS. One of the partici-
pants in the meeting asked one of 
the officers: “How can you ask us 
to be allied with the Kurds when 
they are dislodging our families 
in Hasakah and Tal Abyad?” The 
officer said the Kurds were “our 
allies”.

The Kurds’ alliance with the 
United States under the guise of 
fighting ISIS gave them enough 
drive to take control of large areas 
in Hasakah and Raqqa where they 
displaced the populations of many 
Arab and Turkmen villages. These 
displacements were all but denied 
by Kurdish politicians and unit 
leaders but documented by Am-
nesty International.

Some inhabitants of Hasakah 
and Tal Abyad, who described the 
Kurdish forces’ behaviour as “arro-
gant”, are regretting ISIS’s defeat. 
Some are seeking to join ISIS forces 

out of spite.
Some Arabs say that the Kurds 

are clearly pursuing the fulfilment 
of a secession project, having suc-
ceeded in linking areas stretching 
from Malikiyah to Kobane. They 
only need to take a zone west of 
the Euphrates to control territory 
all the way to Afrin.

The disputed zone, however, will 
sooner or later become the battle-
ground between today’s brothers-
in-arms and allies. Many of the 
inhabitants of the Arab zones are 
joining Jaysh al-Thuwar (the Army 
of Revolutionaries).

The Kurds will face a worse fate 
at the hands of the Syrian Army if 
it succeeds, with the help of Iran 
and Russia, in recapturing northern 
Syria. The regime will definitely 
prevent the Kurds from monopo-
lising power even in zones with a 
Kurdish majority.

The Kurds face the risk of seeing 
their limited US-supported plans 
evaporate whether the regime or 
other group gains control of the 
country. They simply will not be 
allowed to seize areas that do not 
belong to them.

In short, they risk coming out 
as the big losers in the Syrian war. 
And here, history would repeat 
itself. A century ago, the Kurds lost 
after the demise of the Ottoman 
empire and ended up empty-hand-
ed in the Sykes-Picot agreement.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.
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Army if it 
succeeds.

Some Syrians say that 
SDF’s provocative actions 
will result in years of 
enmity between Arabs 
and Kurds. Fighters from the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) sit atop an armoured personnel 

carrier on the outskirts of the town of Chaddade in the north-eastern Syrian 
province of Hasakah, on February 19th.

Syrian volunteers take part in paramilitary training conducted by the Syrian army in al-Qtaifeh, 50 
kms north of the capital Damascus, on February 22nd.


