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A 

new rebel alliance has 
emerged in northern 
Syria to counter a mas-
sive scorched earth of-
fensive by the Damas-

cus regime that threatens to seize 
control of the beleaguered city of 
Aleppo, which was once Syria’s 
largest city and commercial heart, 
and score a major victory.

There have been countless 
coalitions among the disparate  
rebels — more than 1,500 different, 
ever-shifting groups with com-
bined strength of about 150,000 
fighters — since the Syrian war be-
gan nearly five years ago.

These coalitions usually sprang 
up out of tactical necessity when 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
forces had the upper hand, rather 
than due to a unity of purpose, and 
most fell apart because of sectarian 
or ideological differences.

But what makes this new alli-
ance, named Jaish Halab (Army 
of Aleppo), significant is that it is 
headed by Ahrar al-Sham (Free 
Men of Syria) — one of the most 
powerful and disciplined of the 
Syrian rebel groups — and has 
drawn in nine other independ-
ent Islamist groups and moderate 
groups linked to the US-backed 
Free Syrian Army.

The new alliance is commanded 
by high-profile veteran command-
er Hashem al-Sheikh, who led Ah-
rar al-Sham in 2014-15.

Ahrar al-Sham emerged from 
Jabhat al-Nusra, which is al-Qae-
da’s Syrian wing, and has been 
shunned by the United States and 
others because of its jihadist ori-
gins.

Yet Ahrar al-Sham may hold the 
key to securing a political settle-
ment to end the worst and most 
complex conflict in the Middle 
East in generations.

The group refused to attend 
the recent ill-fated Geneva peace 

talks brokered by the United Na-
tions. However, political analysts 
say that reformists within Ahrar 
al-Sham, which unlike most jihad-
ist groups sees itself primarily as a 
Syrian nationalist front rather than 
a transnational jihadist organisa-
tion, are gaining the upper hand 
over more extremist elements.

Hashem al-Sheikh is important 
because he has long argued that 
Ahrar al-Sham should break with 
al-Nusra as its allegiance to al-Qae-
da has harmed the Syrian revolu-
tion.

Many see Ahrar al-Sham as an 
Islamist rebel group that could ca-
pably participate in a post-Assad 
transition.

The group was formed in 2011, 
mainly by Syrian al-Nusra prison-
ers freed by the regime soon after 
the anti-Assad revolution erupt-
ed. It has an estimated strength 
of 20,000 fighters, although the 
group claims the number is higher.

The original leadership was 
largely wiped out in a September 
9, 2014, bombing of a meeting at 
the group’s headquarters in Idlib 
province. Hassan Abboud, then its 
paramount leader, was killed along 
with more than 40 others.

It is not clear whether the attack 
was mounted by a rival group or 
stemmed from internal divisions 
over the group’s future but that is 
when Sheikh took over and, since 
then, moderates and pragma-
tists within the organisation have 
steered it in a new direction.

Ahrar al-Sham’s current position 
results from the shifting ideologi-
cal mosaic among the multitude 
of rebel factions in recent months. 
Some of the larger groups, such as 
Ahrar al-Sham and Jaysh al-Islam 
(Army of Islam), have softened 
their fundamentalist policies amid 
moves towards political transition 
in Syria.

This was accelerated by Russia’s 
armed intervention in September 
2015 to aid Assad’s foundering re-
gime and the subsequent boost in 
support by the United States and 
Saudi Arabia for so-called moder-
ate rebel factions that gathered 
momentum in October.

These days, there is a feeling 
that if the Americans and their al-
lies wish to salvage any hope of 
gaining the diplomatic initiative to 
steer Syria’s rebel groups towards a 
political settlement while bolster-

ing the fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS), al-Qaeda’s savage ri-
val, they must grasp the nettle of 
dealing with Ahrar al-Sham.

Charles Lister of the Brookings 
Doha Center in Qatar, who since 
2014 has engaged the leaders of 
more than 100 Syrian rebel groups 
in face-to-face meetings, said al-
Nusra’s leader, a Syrian known as 
Mohammed al-Jolani, is willing to 
revoke his allegiance to al-Qaeda’s 
leader, the veteran Egyptian jihad-
ist Anwar al-Zawahiri.

“Ahrar al-Sham is a complicated 
movement, to say the least,” Lister 
observed in a recent interview fol-
lowing the publication of his book, 
The Syrian Jihad: Al-Qaeda, the Is-
lamic State and the Evolution of an 
Insurgency in November.

Lister contends that Ahrar al-
Sham “has emerged as arguably 
the most powerful armed opposi-
tion group in Syria, both politically 
and militarily” and acknowledges 

it “has a tight working relationship 
with Nusra on the ground.” But it 
has been displaying a moderate 
side. Hashem al-Sheikh has even 
publicly criticised al-Nusra’s al-
Qaeda’s ties.

“Ahrar al-Sham continues to 
push for Jolani to break his bayat —  
his allegiance — to al-Qaeda,” Lister 
observed. “This issue has become 
the pivotal point of contention 
within current discussions over the 
possibility of Nusra merging with a 
new grand Islamist armed opposi-
tion group in northern Syria…

“I heard from very reliable 
sources that there’s now a 50-50 
chance that Jolani may be willing 
to cease his allegiance to al-Qaeda 
in order to secure the grand merg-
er. I remain sceptical — whether 
Jolani would do it, and even if so, 
whether that would practically 
change anything with regard to his 
ideology — but the very fact that 
it’s still up discussion is highly sig-

nificant.”
Amid the US-led air campaign 

against ISIS, the Americans’ pri-
mary enemy in Syria, “Ahrar al-
Sham and al-Nusra are creeping 
closer and closer to international 
respectability. Robert Ford, the 
last US ambassador to Damascus 
who has campaigned for more US 
backing for rebel groups, has urged 
Washington to “open up channels 
for dialogue” with Ahrar al-Sham.

In a November 2015, interview 
by Aron Lund, a Syria specialist at 
the Carnegie Middle East Centre 
in Beirut, Lister observed that Ah-
rar al-Sham “has benefited from 
serious and sustained sources of 
financing and political backing, 
principally from Turkey and Qa-
tar”.

Its “regional supporters are de-
termined to make it the main play-
er of significance and even Saudi 
Arabia appears on board with some 
of this.”

Ahrar al-Sham may hold the key to ending Syria war
Ed Blanche

A 2015 file picture shows rebel fighter from the Ahrar al-Sham group using a rangefinder to monitor 
the movement of Syria government aeroplanes in the southern countryside of Idlib.

It has an estimated 
strength of 20,000 
fighters, although 
the group claims the 
number is higher.

Are the winds blowing in Assad’s favour?

V  

isitors to Damascus 
who recently met 
with Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad 
said they found a 
man in a buoyant 

mood, conveying a feeling that his 
political and military prospects 
had definitely improved thanks to 
the Russian military intervention 
that began five months ago.

“The big boss”, as some visitors 
call him, implied in a recent inter-
view that he wants to regain full 
control of his country. The regime 
currently controls the “useful terri-
tory”, meaning Damascus, the cen-
tral cities of Homs and Hama, parts 
of Aleppo in addition to the coastal 
area where the regime’s stronghold 
lies — the cities of Latakia, Tartus 
and the Alawite mountains.

Clearly the winds are blowing 
in Assad’s favour, say insiders 
familiar with the Damascus politi-
cal scene, arguing that the Syrian 

president has scored significant 
points.

“First of all, Bashar is no more 
‘The Problem’. To the Turks, it is 
the Kurds who are. To the US, the 
problem is ISIS. As for the Jordani-
ans, they want mainly safe borders 
with Syria and the resumption 
of trade with Lebanon,” said an 
insider, requesting anonymity.

As a further proof of “the big 
boss” acumen, a person in pro-
Bashar circles underlines that “he 
has managed to drag Russia into 
the conflict, which is essentially 
pitting Russia against Turkey”.

In Damascus, Assad is credited 
with boosting the morale of his 
army, which has received new 
tanks and surface-to-air missiles.

But the picture is not as rosy as 
it might look from the heights of 
the Syrian presidential palace in 
Mezzeh.

According to Fabrice Balanche, 
an associate professor at the Uni-
versity of Lyon and visiting fellow 
at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, it will be difficult 
for Assad to regain full control of 
the country.

“Turkey and Saudi Arabia will 
keep backing the rebellion. As for 
the Kurds, they want their au-
tonomy and the Russians promised 
them they would get it,” Balanche 
said.

Russians need the help of Kurd-
ish fighters to achieve one of the 
Kremlin’s main goals — shutting 

borders with Turkey to disrupt pas-
sage and supply lines for anti-Assad 
rebels.

Balanche sees the regime “re-
gaining areas in the country from 
Aleppo to Deraa, in addition to 
areas of autonomy… managed by 
Kurds and by local war chieftains 
who will pledge loyalty to Damas-
cus while being autonomous on the 
ground”.

The regime and its allies will fo-
cus on “surrounding and eliminat-
ing rebel pockets in Aleppo, around 
Damascus and Rastan as well as on 
shutting the Turkish border in the 
Idlib governorate to cut the supply 
lines of the rebellion”, he said.

Balanche said the target is the 
same at the Syrian-Jordanian 
border, adding that confronting the 
Islamic State (ISIS) would be for a 
later stage.

Militarily, the Russians are run-
ning the show. They define the 
strategy, draw the plans, make 
the decisions, coordinate with the 
various allied warring groups and 
provide cruise missiles and aerial 
support on all fronts.

Experts reckon that the Syrian 
army with its 120,000 troops is 
“tired and that the Alawite com-
munity has been drained”.

According to Balanche, it is dif-
ficult to find recruits and all the 
fighting is done by Iranian-backed 
militias whose number is “difficult 

to assess, though it is believed to be 
by the tens of thousands”.

“But the Syrian Army is united 
contrary to the rebels, who are 
divided, and that makes all the 
difference,” he noted. The Syrian 
Army, which is in a defence mode, 
could, however, throw in a military 
offensive with up to 20,000 troops 
if needed.

To Balanche, Assad “can rely on 
one-third of the population who 
is pro-Assad or who backs him for 
lack of other options. This is the 
case of minorities, the bourgeoisie 
and secular segments. Another 
third wants peace and if Assad can 
bring it to them, then they will back 
him. The last third is outwardly 
against Assad but most of those 
have sought refuge outside the 
country.

“Restoring peace will give him 
legitimacy in the country. He is also 
relying on the army and the para-
military that are fighting for him.”

Still, peace in Syria is far-fetched. 
Balanche predicted violence to 
reach new heights in 2016 as Tur-
key and Saudi Arabia “are enraged 
against Assad”, though it is not 
clear what both countries could do 
without US backing for a military 
offensive inside Syria.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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