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ith Washington and 
Moscow having 
reached an under-
standing on how 
to get Syria’s peace 

process on track, reports of a Syr-
ian military council to lead the 
war-torn country during a political 
transition have surfaced.

The plan, still in early stages, 
provides for a council that would 
include equal numbers of senior of-
ficers who defected from the army 
and those still in service.

As a July 30th UN deadline draws 
closer for the beginning of political 
transition in Syria, the proposed 
council would be announced at 
the end of August, according to 
Turkey-based opposition sources.

One source, who refused to be 
identified, said the council would 
lead Syria for nine months while 
preparations were made for par-
liamentary and presidential elec-
tions.

“The main reason for setting up 
the military council is to end the 
confusion and dispersal of the Syr-
ian opposition, both politically and 
militarily,” the source said. “The 
United States and Russia have 
reckoned that the best solution is 
to form a council that will include 
influential members who would be 
accepted by both sides and whose 
key task will be to unify ranks and 
stop the fighting.”

Another source said, if the 
council is endorsed by all parties 
at meetings that Washington and 
Moscow plan to have with their 
respective allies, “it is the only [re-

maining] alternative for preserving 
what is left of the Syrian state insti-
tutions, especially the army.”

Opposition sources said in addi-
tion to efforts to create the military 
council, several committees were 
designing a new Syrian constitu-
tion to guide general and presiden-
tial elections during the transition-
al period.

“The council’s top priority will 
be to fight the Islamic State and [al-
Qaeda’s affiliate] al-Nusra Front 
and to provide assurances to all 
other factions joining the nation-
al army, which will be reformed 
and restructured,” one source ex-
plained.

Two candidates were mentioned 
as potential leaders of the coun-
cil, the sources said. One is Manaf 
Tlass, the 52-year-old son of for-
mer Defence minister Mustafa 
Tlass and former general of the 
Syrian Republican Guards who 
defected from the Syrian Army in 
2012. Tlass, a Sunni, is deemed ac-
ceptable to defectors and service 
officers.

The second candidate is former 
Defence minister Ali Habib, 77, 
who stepped down in 2011 when 
he refused to turn guns against 
his own people. Habib, an Alawite, 
would be acceptable to most oppo-
sition forces as well as those inside 
Syria.

Damascus-based political sourc-
es stressed that the purported Syr-
ian military council as imagined 
would not be accepted by Syrian 
authorities.

“It is totally impossible that they 
will agree unless they are under 
military pressure, which is not the 
case, after they achieved progress 
on the Aleppo front and imposed a 
siege on the rebel-held area of the 
city,” said one of the sources, who 
also declined to be named.

“The authorities might agree 
only under a different formula. 
They will never accept to have a 
defecting officer (Tlass) at the head 
of the council nor Habib because of 
his heath conditions,” the source 

explained.
“They might go along with a 

structure similar to the 2012 cabi-
net in which representatives of the 
‘interior opposition’ are included 
and this will be the maximum con-
cessions that the Syrian authorities 
will make at the moment.”

Moscow-based Syrian political 
analyst Taha Abdel Wahed argued 
that the Russians “are effectively 
discussing the plausible formation 
of a Syrian military council as they 
have always been hinting to the 
need to organise the transitional 
period in a way to preserve the Syr-

ian state institutions.”
“The military council is real but 

its formation would take shape at 
a later stage of inter-Syrian [peace] 
negotiations and there is no doubt 
that concerned regional and inter-
national powers will have a say on 
its structure and the identity of its 
members,” Abdel Wahed said.

He contended that the reported 
US-Russian agreement on military 
intelligence cooperation to fight 
terrorist groups in Syria is a long-
time Russian demand and that the 
Americans have undoubtedly re-
ceived something in return from 
Moscow.

“The [deal] won’t be limited to 
putting pressure on the Syrian re-
gime to end hostilities but prob-
ably pressure Damascus to accept 
a political solution, which explains 
[Russian Foreign Minister Sergei] 

Lavrov’s declarations that Wash-
ington and Moscow will take con-
crete steps to put Syria’s peace pro-
cess back on track,” Abdel Wahed 
said.

Syria’s Kurds appeared to be not 
included, as affirmed by Sharfan 
Darwish, spokesman for the Kurd-
ish-led Syrian Democratic Forces 
which controls large parts of north-
ern Syria. “No one contacted us 
about the so-called Syrian military 
council, which we do not recognise 
at all,” Darwish said.

Ankara-based diplomatic sourc-
es contend that the Kurds would 
be part of the council on condition 
they give up their project of a fed-
eration in future Syria.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-
based journalist and a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Several committees 
are said to be 
designing a new Syrian 
constitution to guide 
next elections.
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of senior officers who 
defected from the 
army and those still in 
service.
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New Syrian Army: A US disaster and probably not the last

M ilitary officials in 
Moscow and 
Damascus are 
getting a good 
laugh out of a 
new US-backed 

Syrian military group called the 
New Syrian Army. It was born and 
killed on the day of its launch in 
June — slaughtered at the hands 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Al-Bukamal, a strategic town in 
eastern Syria near the Iraqi 
border and held by ISIS since 
2014.

The operation went bizarrely 
wrong, prompting American mili-
tary officials to admit the fact 
that they need to do business 
with Moscow if they want any 
tangible victories in Syria.

The flawed operation aimed at 
retaking Al-Bukamal from ISIS, 
with strong US air cover, just as 
the Russians and their Syrian 
proxies did with Palmyra in 
March. However, US-trained 
Syrian troops, airlifted into the 
Syrian battlefield from Jordan, 
walked straight into an ISIS 
ambush.

Out of 200 men, 15 were 
captured and 40 were killed. The 
remaining fighters abandoned 
their weapons and fled into the 

Syrian desert. This was a tough 
reality check for President 
Barack Obama’s administra-

tion.
The so-called New Syrian Army 

has been on the Central Intelli-
gence Agency’s payroll since 
October 2015. After nine months 
of training at US camps in Jordan, 
it was a disaster in battle, raising 
questions about what would 
happen to other Syrian troops in 
similar programmes and 
deployed in northern Syria.

In what remains of his tenure, 
Obama is trying to take control of 
the Syrian-Jordanian-Iraqi 
Triangle, setting up a bridge for 
military cooperation between 
Kurdish troops in north-eastern 
Syria and Arab tribes in the 
south-east.

The United States mistakenly 
believed that residents of 
Al-Bukamal would immediately 
take up arms with the New Syrian 
Army, championing an elusive 
democracy over their interpreta-
tion of Islam. The Americans 
forgot how brainwashed many of 
these fighters had become and 
the fact that ISIS rewards its 
supporters handsomely while 
punishing enemies by slitting 
their throats and cutting off their 
heads.

The people of Al-Bukamal 
feared the jihadists’ wrath and 
refused to take up arms with the 
new army, uncertain, of course, 
about how far the United States 
was going to go in supporting 
them. The fact that the new 
US-backed militia was packed 
with Sunni fighters from promi-
nent Syrian tribes mattered little 
to the residents of Al-Bukamal, 
despite the bonds of kinship 
between them and the invading 
troops.

They looked the other way, 
either standing behind ISIS or 
fearing its wrath, reminding the 
world, perhaps, that Al-Bukamal 
was the main incubator of jihadi 
militias during the battles of 
Anbar in Iraq shortly after the US 
invasion of 2003.

Reportedly more than 50% of 
Al-Bukamal’s 200,000 residents 
refused to take up arms with the 
US-backed force. Nor did Iraqi 
refugees living there who had 
recently fled the mayhem in 
Falluja or the Syrians from Deir 
ez-Zor who have been travelling 
back and forth between ISIS-held 
parts of their city and Al-Buka-
mal.

Another reason why the US 
operation failed was that the 
Russian Army was not consulted. 
Since entering the Syrian War in 
September 2015, the Russians 
have worked at gathering 
intelligence, networking with 
Syrian tribes and collecting 
excellent satellite imagery.

All of these were presented to 
the Syrian Army and played a 
major role in its successes in 
western and central Syria. The 
Americans wanted to score a 
similar victory in Raqqa but were 
beaten to the scene by the 
Russians.

They then tried and failed in 
Al-Bukamal. Most the Syrian 
proxies they have armed since 
2014 have either defected to ISIS 
or been demolished on the 
battlefield by al-Nusra Front, 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing. Clearly, 
something had to be done 
differently.

It was no surprise then that 
shortly after Al-Bukamal, the 

Obama administration presented 
the Russians with a proposal for 
military cooperation, more 
extensive than anything dis-
cussed over the past five years.

It calls for joint headquarters, 
extensive battlefield surveillance 
and joint operations. According 
to the Washington Post, the 
proposal “would dramatically 
shift the United States’ Syria 
Policy” and serve as a “boon for 
the Assad regime, which could 
see the forces it is fighting 
dramatically weakened”.

Under the Obama proposal, not 
only does the Syrian Army get 
huge credit for being a partner in 
the war on terror, but a clause 
exists that allows the Russians to 
come to its aid if attacked by 
al-Nusra.

When asked to outline his 
counterterrorism strategy, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
identified targets, including 
Ahrar al-Sham and Jaysh al-Islam, 
two main players in Syria that 
Moscow was adamant on eradi-
cating.

The first is Turkish-backed and 
operates in northern Syria while 
Jaysh al-Islam is Saudi-funded 
and based in the al-Ghouta 
orchards ringing Damascus. 
Clearly from Kerry’s statement, 
topped by the Al-Bukamal fiasco, 
the United States is surrendering 
fully to Moscow’s mapping of the 
Syria war and its vision of how it 
to be handled — and resolved.
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The New Syrian Army was 
born and killed on the day 
of its launch in June.


