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T 

he mysterious death of 
Mustafa Badreddine, 
Hezbollah’s military 
commander in Syria, in 
Damascus, followed a 

battle just south of the northern 
city of Aleppo six days earlier in 
which the Party of God and its Ira-
nian allies had 80 fighters killed.

It is not clear whether there is a 
connection between Badreddine’s 
death May 12th and the heavy loss-
es suffered by pro-regime forces 
fighting around the strategic vil-
lage of Khan Tuman, 15km south-
west of Aleppo at the hands of 
al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s wing in 
Syria, and Jaysh al-Fatah (Army of 
Conquest), a powerful jihadist-led 
alliance.

But there have been reports of 
friction between Badreddine and 
the Iranians, who essentially con-
trol regime ground forces, includ-
ing Hezbollah’s expeditionary 
group, over his leadership.

Indeed, the Iranian commander, 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
who heads the elite Quds Force of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and is the overall 
commander of regime forces, was 
reportedly with Badreddine in 
the latter’s Syrian headquarters in 
Hezbollah’s high-security Al Sharaf 
base in the military section of Da-
mascus International Airport half 
an hour before Badreddine died in 
an explosion.

By all accounts, Badreddine was 
the only casualty, raising further 
questions about the circumstances 
of his death.

Hezbollah said the base was hit 
by a rebel artillery shell but no re-
bel artillery or missile fire had been 
reported in that area that day. Hez-
bollah’s explanation remains con-
fused and unconvincing, further 

complicated by the reported fric-
tion between Tehran and Badred-
dine over the conduct of the war 
against rebel forces.

The BBC quoted an official of 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, a UK-based group that mon-
itors the Syrian conflict, as saying: 
“It’s well known that Badreddine 
was on bad terms with the [IRGC].”

It is not known what Soleimani 
and Badreddine discussed at their 
fateful meeting May 12th but the 
carnage at Khan Tuman and its 
consequences were undoubtedly 
the elephants in the room.

What is clear is that the long, 
drawn-out battle for Aleppo, which 
has left much of that historic city in 
ruins, has become the central front 
in Syria’s savage war and that in 
the days ahead the bitter fighting in 
and around the northern city will 
escalate and that Hezbollah and 
the IRGC-led Iranian forces will 
suffer more heavy losses to keep 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
power.

Regime forces hold the west of 
the city, which was once Syria’s 
economic heart, and rebel factions 
control the eastern sector. Despite 
heavy assaults, pro-regime forces 
have been unable to break the 
Aleppo stalemate. This and heavy 
losses at Khan Tuman and else-
where have reflected badly on both 
Soleimani and Badreddine.

Indeed, the US-based global se-
curity consultancy Stratfor has 
cited “unverified reports” that 
Soleimani, hailed as Tehran’s hero 
in Iraq and Syria over the last dec-
ade, “may be replaced by his dep-
uty as head of Iranian oversight in 
Syria and Iraq and moved to focus 
on Lebanon instead”.

“The encirclement of Aleppo 
city constitutes a strategic priority 
for each member of the pro-regime 
coalition arrayed on the ground,” 
Christopher Kozak, Syria analyst 
at the Institute for the Study of 

War in Washington, observed in an 
April 28th analysis as the current 
phase of combat escalated.

For Assad “the return of the larg-
est urban centre in the country to 
government control would bolster 
his claim to legitimate rule over ‘all 
corners’ of Syria and buttress his 
position at the table during any fu-
ture negotiations with the interna-
tional community”, he noted.

“A successful campaign to encir-
cle Aleppo city would also consti-
tute a serious blow to the morale 
of opposition groups that have 
contested the city since mid-2012, 
opening the door to further ad-
vances against the opposition in 
core regime areas such as Latakia 
and Homs provinces.”

Kozak went on: “In some ways, 
the urban stalemate in Aleppo 
city reflects the wider balance of 
the Syrian civil war — and its fall 

would provide a bellwether of the 
regime’s resiliency in the face of its 
foreign and domestic opponents.

“Russia and Iran have thus dedi-
cated their main efforts towards a 
multi-pronged offensive in Aleppo 
province since the start of their in-
tensified military intervention in 
late 2015…

“The competing geostrategic 
agendas centred upon Aleppo city 
also risk driving further regional 
conflict that empowers US adver-
saries.”

The Levantine Group, an inde-
pendent security risk consultancy 
that monitors Iranian casualties in 
Syria, said in a May 2nd report that 
Iran had suffered as many casual-
ties in the last six months as in the 
first two years of its involvement in 
Syria.

Tehran has sought to play down 
the losses and Iran’s semi-official 

Fars news agency said Syrian gov-
ernment forces, including Iranian 
troops and Hezbollah fighters, are 
preparing to mount a “large-scale” 
operation to retake Khan Tuman, 
which they had captured in De-
cember 2015.

That is likely to be a hard fight 
with more Iranian and Lebanese 
casualties. Prior to the Khan Tu-
man setback, losses among Iranian 
forces alone were believed to total 
at least 700 since 2013. The Levan-
tine Group says 280 of these were 
killed between Russia’s interven-
tion in the war on September 30th, 
2015, and May 2nd.
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On self-rule, Kurds find themselves out in the cold again

T 

he Arab League’s 
recent denunciation of 
a declaration by Syria’s 
Kurds establishing a 
self-governing was 
predictable, despite 

the Kurds’ move being presented 
as a blueprint for a future decen-
tralised Syrian state.

Ahmed Ben Helli, the league’s 
deputy secretary-general, said 
the 22-member bloc rejected any 
“separatist” initiative that could 
harm the unity and territorial 
integrity of Syria. The Arab League 
view, shared by the mainstream 
Syrian opposition, is that no 
unilateral action should be taken 
that threatens the status quo of a 
centralised Syria.

That is a position that reflects an 
underlying suspicion of the Kurds, 
their relationship with Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
and their perceived desire to build 
an independent state. Kurds would 
argue that, after five years of civil 
war, Syria’s unity and territorial 
integrity have been torn asunder 
and that their reaffirmation of self-
rule is little more than a reflection 

of facts on the ground.
The federal plan implies a divi-

sion of Syria into self-governing 
Kurdish, Sunni, Alawite and Druze 
regions with a central government 
in Damascus.

The developments in northern 
Syria coincide with proposals for 
an independence referendum in 
Iraqi Kurdistan and with Turkey’s 
renewed war against the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) and a wider 
crackdown on Turkey’s Kurds.

The so-called Federation of 
Northern Syria includes three ma-
jority Kurdish cantons — Jazeerah, 
Afrin and Kobane — that declared 
autonomy in 2014. Although the re-
gion’s leaders say they are building 
a democracy, and the federation 
declaration was backed by repre-
sentatives of non-Kurdish minori-
ties, the region is dominated by the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) and 
its People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
militia.

Despite the success of these 
Kurdish forces, heavily supported 
by the United States, in pushing 
back the fighters of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) as well as holding off 
rival Islamist opposition groups, 
the mainstream Syrian opposition 
has been broadly hostile to Kurdish 
aspirations to run their own affairs.

The Syrian National Coalition 
opposition-in-exile went so far as 
to assert the declaration was an 
attempt to “usurp the will of the 
Syrian people”.

Neither does the initiative have 
total support among the Kurds. It 
has been rejected by the Kurdish 

National Council (KNC), which is 
close to the Kurdish Regional Gov-
ernment in Erbil in neighbouring 
Iraq. “Although the KNC has been 
in favour of federalism since 2012, 
it strictly opposes any attempt to 
impose federalism on the Syrian 
people without a preceding discus-
sion,” the KNC said in a statement.

Ankara is outright hostile, 
regarding the PYD in Syria as an 
offshoot of the PKK that it claims is 
intent on further destabilising the 
region with the aim of carving out a 
future Kurdish state in Turkey.

Turkey’s crackdown against its 
own Kurdish population has in-
cluded a ban on large gatherings in 
the south-east, the Kurdish heart-
land. That led to security forces 
deploying water cannon against 
Kurds who gathered to celebrate 
the Kurdish new year, Nowruz, in 
the town of Silopi.

Washington, which has come 
to regard the YPG in Syria and the 
Kurdish peshmerga in Iraq as its 
most reliable allies in the fight 
against ISIS, said it would not 
accept the establishment of any 
autonomous zones in Syria. US 
State Department spokesman Mark 
Toner said future constitutional 
arrangements would have to be 
agreed at the stalled peace talks in 
Geneva.

The trouble is that the PYD has 
been squeezed out of the peace 
process because of opposition from 
Turkey and anti-Assad groups in 
Syria. The United States has gone 
along with the ban, although it re-
fuses to accept Ankara’s argument 

that the Syrian Kurdish party is 
merely an offshoot of the terrorist-
designated PKK.

A consequence of attempts to po-
litically isolate the Kurds has been 
to push them into the welcoming 
arms of Russia. The PYD opened its 
first overseas representative office 
in Moscow in February, providing 
its mission head, Abd Salam Mu-
hammad Ali, with an opportunity to 
castigate those who had frozen the 
party out of Geneva and to welcome 
Russian intervention in Syria.

Three months earlier, Turkey’s 
mainstream pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party opened an office 
in the Russian capital following 
a visit by its co-leader Selahat-
tin Demirtas. The Russians are 
reported to have been supplying 
weapons to the PYD and the firmly 
pro-Western Kurdish administra-
tion in Erbil by agreement with the 
central government in Baghdad.

Until now, the Kurds in both Syria 
and Iraq have relied on Western 
allies to supply weapons and carry 
out air strikes to help reverse the 
ISIS tide. However, given the disa-
greements among ISIS’s local, re-
gional and international opponents, 
Moscow has been given an opportu-
nity to play the Kurdish card as part 
of its strategy of dominating the 
outcome of the diplomatic process.
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View point
The Arab 
League view 
is that no 
unilateral 
action 
should be 
taken that 
threatens 
the status 
quo of a 
centralised 
Syria.

The federal plan implies 
a division of Syria into 
self-governing Kurdish, 
Sunni, Alawite and Druze 
regions.

A damaged building in Aleppo’s rebel held al-Fardous district, on May 26th.


