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Palmyra’s recapture triggers race to Raqqa

Amid Russian ‘withdrawal’, Putin sends in missiles, gunships 

Damascus

T 

he Islamic State’s major 
defeat in Syria’s ancient 
city of Palmyra has trig-
gered a race to capture 
the terrorist group’s de 

facto capital, Raqqa.
The competition, between the 

Syrian Army and its allied mili-
tias on the one hand and the US-
backed Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) on the other, is said to have 
forced Damascus to shift its next 
battle against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from the oil-rich province 
of Deir ez-Zor to Raqqa, fearing 
the Kurdish-dominated SDF might 
beat them to it and claim interna-
tional praise.

Strategists and military analysts 
say commanders on both sides are 
planning for the “post-Palmyra 
stage” amid reports that ISIS com-
manders and their families were 
fleeing Raqqa in anticipation of the 
battle to liberate the city.

The change in regime plans 
comes in the wake of the army’s 
capture of Al-Qaryatain, a strategic 
town near Palmyra through which 
main oil and gas pipelines pass. 
The town is on a main supply route 
for ISIS militants entrenched in the 
western Al-Qalamoun area near 
the Lebanese border.

The regime’s battle for Raqqa has 
become urgent to check the ad-
vance of SDF, a coalition of Kurdish 
and Arab fighters.

“Taking over Raqqa is of a major 
importance for the regime because 
it would cut off ISIS-held areas in 
rural Aleppo and Homs from Deir 
ez-Zor and facilitate the army’s ad-
vance in both directions, westward 
and eastward,” said an analyst who 
spoke on condition of anonymity.

He argued that the Syrian air 
strikes on Al-Tabqa military air-
field in Raqqa’s western country-
side on April 2nd signaled the re-
gime’s intentions. “This was a first 

move followed by air raids on ISIS-
held territories in Hama’s northern 
and eastern countryside, which 
the army needs to pass through on 
its way to Raqqa,” he said.

“That is why I believe the Syrian 
troops will move quickly in Raqqa’s 
direction to expel ISIS before the 
SDF does,” the analyst said. “The 
regime wants to show to the world 
that it is serious about fighting ISIS 
and thus will not allow the Kurds, 
moving under the SDF umbrella, to 
achieve victory.”

He noted that the timing of SDF’s 
dash towards the city is “suspi-
cious” because the militants have 
been stationed close to Raqqa 
for nine months “but have not 
budged”.

The main absentee from the bat-
tle remains the Syrian opposition 
groups whose militants in Raqqa’s 
countryside and eastern rural 
Aleppo have joined the SDF, which 
prioritises fighting ISIS militants 

over combating regime troops and 
their allied militias.

In any event, the expulsion of 
ISIS from Raqqa would be a major 
step that neither Damascus nor the 
SDF can decide alone. Key regional 
and international players, includ-
ing Moscow, Washington, Ankara, 
Riyadh and Tehran, will have a say, 
according to military analysts.

One scenario is that Syrian troops 
would reach Raqqa before the SDF. 
However, they need to flush ISIS 
from rural Hama first to clear the 
way, 150km of flat, uncovered ter-
rain across the desert. “Russian 
warplanes need to back the army’s 
advance. It will then take only a 
few hours for the troops to reach 
Mount Qassarat, which overlooks 
the city,” one analyst said.

Another scenario previews the 
army’s simultaneous advance 
along the Hama-Raqqa highway, 
which crosses the desert from the 
western side.

Syrian warplanes have been 
bombing ISIS posts on the highway, 
which leads directly to al-Tabqa 
airfield, lost to ISIS in a humiliating 
battle in which hundreds of army 
troops were killed in August 2014.

On the Kurdish front, the SDF is 
preparing to “liberate” Raqqa with 
the backing of the international 
coalition but support of the city’s 
Arab residents will be crucial, Saleh 
Muslim, the Paris-based head of 
the Kurdish Democratic Union Par-
ty (PYD), said in recent statements.

The chief of the PYD, which is 
allied to the SDF, was referring to 
Raqqa Rebels’ Brigade, a militia 
of local tribesmen that has joined 
the SDF in the fight against ISIS. In 
2015, it participated in the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) of-
fensive on the Syrian border city of 
Tal Abyad and was able to increase 
its strength because of the influx of 
rebels from Turkey and locals op-
posed to ISIS.

The SDF controls a 15km strip, 
stretching around Raqqa’s eastern, 
northern and western sides, leav-
ing only the southern side open for 
the Syrian Army.

Yet, another scenario, which is 
not hard to imagine, is that ISIS 
would give up Raqqa as it did Tal 
Abyad. Sources inside Raqqa dis-
closed that, following the fall of 
Palmyra, senior ISIS leaders and 
their families were leaving the city 
and relocating in Iraq and North 
Africa.

“ISIS might quit Raqqa, claiming 
that it wants to spare the lives of ci-
vilians,” a Syrian Army officer who 
hails from the city said. “However, 
it will most probably leave behind 
dormant cells it can use in the fu-
ture.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
reporting on Syria since 1995.
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A 

mid the partial military 
withdrawal from Syria 
that Russia announced 
March 14th, there is 
mounting evidence 

the Kremlin has deployed new 
weapons systems in the war-torn 
country that reinforce the Syr-
ian regime’s offensive against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and threaten 
neighbouring powers if they seek 
to oppose Russia’s strategy to save 
Syrian leader Bashar Assad.

The London-based IHS-Jane’s 
security consultancy and other 
sources that track Russian weap-
ons systems in the Middle East 
say that recent deployments in 
Syria include Moscow’s new attack 
helicopters, the Mil Mi-28N Night 
Hunter and the Kamov Ka-52 as 
well as the Iskander-K surface-to-
surface missile.

It is not clear whether the single 
truck-mounted system sighted, 
with the helicopter gunships, at 
Russia’s Hmeimim airbase near 
the Mediterranean port city of 
Latakia, is the ballistic or cruise 
missile variant. It was spotted by 
Jane’s weapons specialists in vid-
eo footage broadcast March 27th 
by Russia’s Zvezda TV channel.

The Iskander-K joins the formi-
dable S-400 air-defence missile 
system, which has been deployed 

for several months near Hmeimim, 
and is capable of shooting down 
missiles and aircraft at a range of 
500km. 

That means it can hit targets 
deep inside Israel, Turkey and 
Jordan, including US combat jets 
deployed in Jordan and southern 
Turkey.

The Russians also have a task 
force of 12-15 warships in the 
eastern Mediterranean, includ-
ing a cruiser and corvettes armed 
with terrain-hugging Kalibr cruise 
missiles, which have been used 
against anti-Assad rebels in Syria 
since Russia’s armed intervention 
in the Syrian war on September 
30th, 2015.

This naval force has been aug-
mented with two amphibious 
landing ships — the Caesar Kunik-
ov and the Saratov — along with 
the Yauza, an auxiliary cargo ves-
sel, monitors say.

A Reuters analysis of Russian 
shipping movements shows that 
Putin has “shipped more equip-
ment and supplies to Syria than it 
has brought back” under the par-
tial withdrawal after Russian air 
power had rescued Assad’s regime 
from collapse.

“It is not known what the ships 
were carrying or how much equip-
ment has been flown out in gi-
ant cargo planes accompanying 
returning warplanes,” including 

about 20% of the 36 warplanes 
based at Hmeimim since Septem-
ber, Reuters reported.

“But the (ship) movements — 
while only a partial snapshot — sug-
gest Russia is working intensively 
to maintain its military infrastruc-
ture in Syria” in the heart of a re-
gion that is undergoing profound 
political change amid a cluster of 
inter-locking conflicts that have 
provided Putin with a rare oppor-
tunity to swiftly restore Moscow’s 
power and influence in the Middle 
East.

The purpose of deploying the Is-
kander system and the helicopter 
gunships is not altogether clear 
beyond underlining the Kremlin’s 
commitment to keeping the wide-
ly reviled Assad, Moscow’s closest 
Middle Eastern ally, in power — in 
the short term at least.

Despite the partial drawdown, 
Russia still has Su-30 strike jets 
and Su-35 fighters at Hmeimim. 
However, the armoured gunships, 
not seen in Syria before late March, 
are armed with a formidable array 
of rockets and anti-tank missiles, 
as well as 30mm cannon.

This kind of firepower is deadly 
against the kind of targets, such as 
troop concentrations and forward 
bases, that Assad’s advancing 
forces are running into after seiz-
ing the ISIS-held city of Palmyra 
on March 27th in a game-chang-
ing turnaround brought about by 
Moscow.

These forces, backed by Russian 

air strikes, have swung north-east 
against the city of Raqqa, the ISIS 
caliphate’s de facto capital, and the 
oil and gas fields of Deir ez-Zor.

This offensive, bolstered by the 
new weaponry Putin has sent in 
along with arms for Assad’s badly 
mauled army, was launched even 
as Russia, along with the United 
States, oversaw a cessation of hos-
tilities that began February 27th.

This does not embrace ISIS, 
prompting speculation that Putin 
is exploiting the truce, which does 
not have the legal force of a mutu-
ally agreed ceasefire, to strengthen 
Assad’s position in the Geneva III 
talks by recapturing more territory 
for the regime Moscow does not 
want to see entirely dismantled.

The Iskander deployment at 
Hmeimim is seen as a display of 
Putin’s desire not to tolerate inter-
ference in his campaign to trans-
form Syria into a Russian satellite 
in the Middle East — and possibly 
more importantly — establish a 
military presence in the eastern 
Mediterranean where Moscow 
says it will maintain a permanent 
naval presence to face off the US 
Navy 6th Fleet and NATO.

Putin is expanding the naval de-
pot Russia has long had at the Syr-
ian port of Tartus into a full-blown 
logistics base, Russia’s only mili-
tary footprint outside the former 
Soviet Union, and the Black Sea 
bases taken over in Russia’s recent 
controversial seizures of Ukraine 
and Crimea.
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Russian soldiers ride an armoured vehicle near the ancient Syrian 
city of Palmyra, on March 31st.

Strategists and 
military analysts say 
commanders on both 
sides are planning for 
the “post-Palmyra 
stage”.
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