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Northern Syria

W 

hile rockets and 
missiles explode on 
impact causing im-
mediate casualties, 
land mines and un-

exploded ordnance are killers that 
will haunt populations for decades 
to come. In Syria today, more than 
25,000 people have been killed 
or wounded by mines planted by 
all parties in the five-year bloody 
conflict, making Syria one of the 
world’s most mine-polluted coun-
tries.

Land mines are used in besieg-
ing cities, preventing and slow-
ing down enemy advances and 
protecting strategic sites. In the 
southern provinces of Quneitra 
and Deraa, land mines were plant-
ed extensively around the many 
military bases as part of the army’s 
defence strategy. When the rebel 
fighters seized the strategic sites, 
many were killed or injured by the 
vicious “killers”.

Aware of the long-term dangers 
of mine pollution, many civil soci-
ety groups have created demining 
centres, such as the one in Deraa, 
which has successfully removed 
mines in most districts it could 
reach.

“Most areas from which the Syr-
ian Army had retreated are littered 
with mines and have not been 
cleared yet, though thousands of 
mines have already been found and 
deactivated by opposition fighters 
who also recuperated the explosive 
charges inside them,” said Ghazi 
Swedan, the de-mining centre di-
rector.

Nonetheless, thousands con-
tinue to fall victim to unexploded 
ordnance. “Up to the beginning of 
2016, we have documented the cas-
es of 25,000 victims of land mines 
and cluster bombs. But accidents 
are on the rise every day, as more 
than 80% of Syrian territory is pol-
luted with mines and most cities, 
towns and villages are littered with 
unexploded ordnances,” Swedan 
said.

“Since 2012, we have cleared 
about 12,500 mines and trained 
over 400 field workers in most Syr-
ian districts.”

Besieged cities, such as Madaya, 
north-west of Damascus, have 
been encircled by land mines to 
prevent residents from fleeing or 
bringing in supplies. Madaya resi-
dents say regime forces and allies 
from Lebanon’s Hezbollah planted 
land mines last winter when bad 
weather disrupted proper surveil-
lance.

“Those who could escape Hez-
bollah’s snipers would surely be 
trapped in the minefields. Many 
people have lost their lives that 
way. They were trying to escape 
death from famine but they ended 
up losing their lives from mines,” 
one resident said, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity.

Numerous minefields were also 
planted in battlegrounds around 
Damascus. A rebel fighter from Der-
aa, near Damascus, explained: “We 
have identified many mine zones, 
especially in wooded areas which 
are difficult to monitor. They were 
purposely mined so that we would 
not escape through the fields.”

The fighter, who asked for ano-
nymity, said the rebels deactivated 
some mines and replanted them in 
other zones. “But many of these 
fighters died in battle and we no 
longer know the mines’ location… 
Heavy bombardment changed the 
area’s landscape beyond recogni-
tion… Deraa’s fields and orchards 
were turned into mine fields rather 
than fruit-tree fields.”

The northern Idlib and Aleppo 
districts rank first in terms of ci-
vilian casualties caused by unex-
ploded ordnance. “Cluster bombs 

dropped by Russian planes have 
made it very difficult for rescuers to 
do their job since they too fall vic-
tim to unexploded bombs as they 
try to reach mine victims,” said Abu 
Jaafar Mohamad, head of the Inde-
pendent Office of Legal Medicine in 
Aleppo.

Mines have also been planted by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in areas un-
der its control in Aleppo province. 
“They booby-trapped roads hoping 
to prevent their opponents from 
advancing,” said Abu Lateef, from 
the town of Minbaj in rural Alep-

po. “Fifteen fighters from the Free 
Syrian Army were hit by mines in 
Kubra, east of Aleppo, from which 
ISIS had retreated leaving it littered 
with explosives.”

To the east, ISIS surrounded 
government-controlled areas in the 
city of Deir ez-Zor with thousands 
of landmines. “After a year of liv-
ing under siege, some inhabitants 
tried to flee driven by famine and 
disease. They were either killed 
by ISIS sharpshooters or exploding 
mines. Some torn corpses are still 
lying in the minefields,” said Ali al-
Abd who lives in Deir ez-Zor’s be-
sieged al-Jura neighbourhood.

“In case ISIS leaves the city, who 
could remove the thousands of 
mines? Death lies in wait for the 
inhabitants of Deir ez-Zor,” he said.

Up to 10,000 land mines are be-
lieved to be still buried in Kobane, 

north of Syria, which Kurdish fight-
ers recaptured from ISIS last year. 
According to Idris Naasan, a local 
Kurdish official, about 300 people 
have been killed and 800 others in-
jured in mine explosions since ISIS 
was expelled from the town.

Naasan said foreign de-mining 
organisations such as DCA, MAG, 
and Handicap International were 
barred by Turkey and Iraqi Kurdis-
tan from bringing in detectors and 
demining equipment, classified as 
military equipment. “Their help 
was limited to counselling and rais-
ing awareness about the dangers of 
mines.”

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab 
Weekly.
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Rebel fighters test a mine detector on the outskirts of Idlib city, Syria.

people have been killed 
or wounded by mines 
planted by all parties.

25,000 
More than

Cover Story Syria

Russia sees ‘strategic’ value in Syria, not regime

T 

here is little doubt 
Russia’s bombard-
ment of northern and 
western Syria has 
changed the broader 
dynamics of the war. 

Instead of pursuing its stated aim 
of degrading the Islamic State 
(ISIS), Moscow has gone after the 
Syrian regime’s de facto chief 
threat: rebel groups operating 
close to Latakia province and 
north of Aleppo. Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s forces have their 
tails up.

At first glance this suggests Rus-
sia has never been more serious 
in its support for Assad. Yet there 
are several counterpoints observ-
ers can pick apart as to where 
Moscow’s support for Assad may 
be aiming.

The fact that Russia appears 
nowhere on lists of leading inter-
national donors of humanitarian 
assistance for Syrians, nor has 
any interest in taking in Syrian 
refugees, tells us that winning the 
hearts and minds of Syrians is not 
a priority. It sees the Syrian regime 
as a short-term strategic partner.

Unlike Iran, Russia has not of-
fered Assad a blank cheque nor is 

it investing in long-term civilian 
projects, such as building banks or 
hotels; Russian oligarchs are not 
buying property in Syria and Rus-
sia has not based large numbers 
of troops or military hardware in 
or around Damascus, the obvi-
ous centre of power in a post-war 
Syria.

The announcement on March 
15th that Russian forces currently 
engaged in the conflict in Syria 
are to begin withdrawing came 
as a surprise to the international 
community. But it may also be an 
indication that while Moscow will 
continue to support the regime in 
Damascus, it does not necessarily 
mean that it will blindly support 
the president.

When the Russians first en-
tered the fight in Syria to help the 
beleaguered Assad, he must have 
thought that he and his regime 
were saved. This latest move by 
the Russians, however, may well 
be an indication that the regime 
may be saved but no such assur-
ances can be made concerning the 
president.

The regime may remain the 
chief actor in Syria through its 
control of Damascus and the Medi-
terranean coast, but we must not 
forget that millions of Syrians still 
support the regime either through 
blind faith or a palpable fear of any 
alternative. Alongside it, Iranian 
military and civilian officials, 
who enjoyed a strong presence in 
the city even before 2011, can be 
expected to stay on.

Recent statements from Russian 
diplomats and leaders suggest that 
the relationship is not as water-

tight as a cursory look gives.
Vitaly Churkin, Russia’s perma-

nent representative to the United 
Nations, went out of his way on 
February 19th to play down As-
sad’s comments vowing to retake 
all of Syria.

“I heard President Assad’s 
remarks on television… Of course 
they do not chime with the 
diplomatic efforts that Russia is 
undertaking,” he said in an inter-
view with Kommersant, adding 
that “the Syrian president is acting 
according to a certain political 
framework. And here I think we 
should take into consideration not 
what he says, with all the respect 
to the statements of such a high-
ranking individual, but what in the 
end he will do.”

In January, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin told a German 
newspaper how Russia's granting 
asylum to Edward Snowden “was 
far more difficult than to do the 
same for Mr Assad”. He has also 
made it clear how he thinks Assad 
has “made many mistakes in the 
course of the Syrian conflict”.

Arguably, the reason for these 
apparently contradictory positions 
is that Russia does not see Assad 
as an integral, long-term partner 
in Syria but it does see Syria’s 
strategic territorial position in the 
Middle East as something it wants 
to be part of.

Just how dependent is Damas-
cus on Russia? While the Assad re-
gime has been known for decades 
to be as conniving and ruthless 
as just about any other political 
or military force in the region, it 
increasingly appears to be placing 

its eggs in one basket vis-à-vis its 
relations with Russia. Certainly 
Hezbollah and Iran have deeply es-
tablished ties with Damascus but 
with a negotiated settlement that 
would involve the United States 
and others the only way of ending 
the war, neither has any real politi-
cal capital at that level.

All this points to the fact that 
Russia is fighting in Syria to secure 
Russian, not Assad’s, interests. 
Remarkably, Russia’s tiny, rented 
naval base in Tartus on Syria’s 
Mediterranean coast is its only 
military facility outside the former 
Soviet Union. 

The former superpower has 
seen its star decline since 1989 and 
today in Syria it sees Washington’s 
disinterest as an open door on the 
path to the head of the interna-
tional diplomatic table.

The advances Russia can 
secure in the coming months 
will be critical because Moscow 
will want to nail down its and 
Assad’s positions before a new US 
president — perhaps the hawkish 
Hillary Clinton — is elected. 

That means 2016 will very prob-
ably see an upturn in violence 
before a breakthrough to peace 
transpires. Then and only then, 
when all international actors are 
serious about ending the war, will 
Russia’s real intentions for Assad 
become apparent.

Stephen Starr is an Irish 
journalist who lived in Syria 
from 2007-12. He is the author of 
Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to the 
Uprising (Oxford University Press, 
2012).
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