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Syria’s conflict on a new track after Palmyra
Damascus

T 

he Syrian government’s 
capture of the ancient city 
of Palmyra from Islamic 
State (ISIS) has put the 
conflict on a new path, 

allowing the Damascus regime to 
resist opposition pressure at Ge-
neva peace talks and to maintain its 
“red lines” — mainly the refusal to 
discuss the fate of President Bashar 
Assad.

“The liberation of Palmyra is not 
an ordinary event and we will not 
let it slip by unnoticed like the lib-
eration of Al-Qasir in Homs gover-
norate or the liberation of Rabia and 
Salma in Latakia governorate and 
many other Syrian cities,” said Gen-
eral Hassan Suleiman, head of the 
Propaganda and Psychological War-
fare Section in the Syrian Army’s 
Political Department.

Suleiman said the fall of ISIS in 
Palmyra, which it controlled for 10 
months, “leaves the door wide open 
for more defeats” for the terrorist 
group, “gives the Syrian Army a free 
hand in all eastern districts, includ-
ing Raqqa, and blocks any attempt 
for ground intervention, be it from 
Turkey or Saudi Arabia.”

The newly captured territory, is 
“rear base for expanding military 
operations on various axis, primari-
ly Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor”, the army 
said in a statement, referring to ISIS 
strongholds in the east.

Assad confirmed the army’s plans 

during a March 30th interview with 
RIA Novosti (Sputnik), saying: “Of 
course, after the liberation of Pal-
myra, we must move on to neigh-
bouring regions that lead to the 
eastern parts of the country, such 
as Deir ez-Zor. At the same time, we 
need to begin work in the direction 
of Raqqa, which is Islamic State’s 
main stronghold.”

The army was closing in on the 
city of Al-Qaryatayn near Homs, 
north of Damascus, and planned to 
regain control of Al-Sukhnah, east 
of Palmyra, in addition to areas in 
Deir ez-Zor governorate, said Homs 
governor Talal al-Barazi.

Observers in Damascus put the 
army advances down to what they 
said was a new Russian-US under-
standing that would leave Russian-
backed Syrian government forces 
fighting ISIS around Palmyra and 
Deir ez-Zor and moving in on Raqqa 
from the south. Kurdish-dominated 
Syrian Democratic Forces, backed 
by US air cover, would engage ISIS 
north of Raqqa.

Suleiman said that controlling 
the roads between Damascus, Deir 
ez-Zor and Raqqa allows the army 
to take control of the border cross-
ing of al-Tanf on the Syrian-Iraqi 
border. Also, reaching Raqqa before 
the operation for the liberation of 
the Iraqi city of Mosul is launched 
in June would prevent ISIS fighters 
retreating to the group’s stronghold 
in Syria. According to field reports, 
Syrian Democratic Forces have ef-
fectively imposed a siege on ISIS 
on the northern outskirts of Raqqa.

Turki al-Hassan, a military ana-

lyst and retired Syrian Army gen-
eral, said that if the military plan 
for Deir ez-Zor succeeded, it would 
“guarantee stopping any outside 
forces from invading Syrian territo-
ries”. He conceded that the Syrian 
Army was in a hurry to reach Deir 
ez-Zor before other forces, particu-
larly the Syrian Democratic Forces, 
which seem eager “to pick up the 
pace to reach the city with Saudi 
and Jordanian backing”.

Hassan noted that while the Syr-
ian Army was fighting for control 
of Palmyra, it conducted a pre-
emptive operation towards al-Taim 
oil field in southern Deir ez-Zor 
and took control of Shoula village 
south-east of the city to prevent ISIS 
fighters reaching the area.

He admitted the danger of 
launching military operations deep 
in the Syrian desert and the diffi-
culty of establishing army posts to 

protect the road. “It is, however, 
less difficult with the presence of 
Russia’s K-52 helicopters or what is 
known as the ‘Night Hunters’,” he 
said referring to Russian attack heli-
copters.

The Syrian opposition realised 
that after the ISIS defeat in Palmyra, 
Deir ez-Zor would fall into Syrian 
Army hands. “This is another proof 
that the Syrian regime is blocking in 
an accelerated way any attempt by 
other military forces to enter Syria 
for the sake of combating ISIS,” said 
Brigadier Asaad Awad al-Zubi, head 
of the opposition negotiating del-
egation.

According to confirmed reports 
obtained by The Arab Weekly, mili-
tary units controlled by Syrian busi-
nessman Ayman Jaber lost about 
100 fighters in combat alongside 
the Syrian Army in Palmyra, but are 
now preparing to retake the ISIS-

controlled Khunayfis phosphate 
mines, 70km south of Palmyra. In 
return, Jaber will have the exclu-
sive rights to exploit the mines for 
five years. The Khunayfis operation 
is also meant to prevent any forces, 
whether New Syria Army, made up 
of defectors from government forc-
es, or other ground forces from out-
side Syria, from entering the area.

The Syrian Army’s control of Pal-
myra could facilitate expelling ISIS 
forces from Al-Qaryatain, which 
lies on a key road linking Palmyra 
with the Qalamun region of Damas-
cus province to the west, as well as 
closing in on ISIS fighters in Hajar 
al Aswad and Yarmouk camp at the 
southern outskirts of Damascus.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
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Post Palmyra, where is the real power in Damascus?

F 

or more than four 
years, all major parties 
to the Syrian conflict 
have won, lost and 
retaken regions of the 
country. First, protest-

ers and defected soldiers drove 
government security forces from 
towns and neighbourhoods, then, 
after shelling reduced those areas 
to rubble, the government roared 
back.

When the Islamic State (ISIS) 
emerged it, too, conquered and 
plundered its way to controlling 
vast reaches of territory but it has 
been beaten back across northern 
Syria and now from Palmyra, a 
town of ancient ruins  in the Syrian 
desert of significant symbolism, in 
a battle noted as the biggest mili-
tary defeat for ISIS in two years.

For Damascus, the Palmyra 
offensive marks a noted, even 
contradictory, change in tactics. 
In the past, the Syrian regime had 
ignored the advance of ISIS in 
the east and north-east, instead 
choosing to target civilian areas 
outside Damascus, Aleppo and the 
north-west. In November, reports 
emerged it had been buying oil 
from the jihadist group. Previous 
to all this, dozens of extremists 
who would end up joining ISIS 
were released from Syrian prisons 
in 2011 as part of a presidential 
amnesty for political prisoners.

As such, the Syrian regime’s 
decision to take on ISIS in Palmyra 
has caught many critics of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad off guard.

For a number of years, the Syrian 
regime appeared the most durable 
element among the constellation 
of fighting forces in Syria. It seems 
to have been beaten on more than 
one occasion, particularly in 2011 
and 2012, only to bounce back. 

Today, it remains the number 
one military and political force in 
the country.

In reality, however, its ability has 
little to do with its own endurance 
and nous, and within this context a 
look into the nature of the Damas-
cus-Moscow-Tehran relationship 
post-Palmyra offers an important 
insight into Syria’s future.

The Palmyra campaign suggests 
the Syrian Army added little in the 
way of muscle. Reports say the bat-
tle was won by weeks of Russian 
air strikes and surface-to-surface 
rockets before ISIS militants fled 
the city. 

Russian jets conducted sorties 
on 146 ISIS targets outside Palmyra 
over just three days, according 
to the Russian Defence Ministry, 
despite a previously declared end 
to its campaign in Syria.

According to a report by the 
Institute for the Study of War, 
Damascus relied on 5,000 fight-
ers, many of whom were foreign, 
moving to the Palmyra front. “The 
death of a member of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps near 
Palmyra on March 16th suggests 

that Iran also deployed its own 
ground forces to oversee its coali-
tion of proxy forces in the opera-
tion,” it said.

It is clear that Russia’s military 
input has kept Damascus afloat 
but one crucial question remains: 
Whose idea was it to retake Pal-
myra — Damascus’s or Moscow’s?

 The answer to this would point 
to where authority lies now and in 
the future, so let’s look briefly at 
the truth.

First, ISIS jihadists and their 
predecessors have been useful 
to Damascus to sideline and tie 
up more moderate elements of 
the military opposition, so why 
would the Syrian government now 
decide to oust ISIS from Palmyra? 
Second, the regime relies on the 
spread of ISIS to sell its own mes-
sage to Syrians and the world that 
it remains the most stabilising 
force in Syria. In reality, it is quite 
the opposite.

Thus, the reduction in ISIS’s 
capabilities would make the As-
sad regime’s role less important 
as a guarantor of secularism and 
rights of religious minorities in 
the region. This tells us that in all 
probability it was Russian officials, 
not Damascus, who decided to 
take on ISIS.

Does this mean the Syrian re-
gime is finished, if not now, in the 
coming months or years? Abso-
lutely not, because the Damascus 
government is the strongest hand 
Moscow has to play right now. 
Where Bashar Assad fits in that 
equation, however, is far less 
clear.
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For Damascus, the 
Palmyra offensive marks a 
noted, even contradictory, 
change in tactics.

A member of the Syrian government forces sits by a sign post 
on the outskirts of the ancient city of Palmyra after it was 
recaptured from ISIS, on March 27th.
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