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O 

nce hailed as the “in-
dustrial capital” of Syr-
ia, Aleppo is a besieged 
and war-torn city. Gov-
ernment troops, sup-

ported by the Russian Air Force, 
completed the encirclement of the 
city in July, imposing a siege aimed 
at forcing rebel groups holding out 
there to surrender.

It is widely believed that if Alep-
po falls, the entire northern front 
in Syria would crumble, possibly 
marking the final chapter of this 
savage war now in its sixth year. 
This prospect is receiving very lit-
tle attention in Western media, 
preoccupied as it is by the Turkish 
coup attempt, the Brexit saga and 
terrorist attacks across Europe.

For months, the Syrian Army has 
been trying hard to encircle Alep-
po to cut off the supply of arms and 
fighters from Turkey to the rebels. 
The city — once the biggest in Syria 
— was simply too large and logisti-
cally difficult to isolate.

The city’s entire eastern sector 
has been in the hands of Islamic 
groups since the summer of 2012. 
Rebels here had access to the Turk-
ish border, unlike the capital, Da-
mascus, which is far from any of 
Syria’s frontiers.

Aleppo is swarming with jihad-
ists who are heavily armed and 
surrounded by a vehemently anti-
regime hinterland, making the 
blockade all the more difficult. 
But Damascus recently announced 
that it had encircled Aleppo, cut-
ting off the Castello Road, the last 
rebel artery north towards the 
Turkish border.

This occurred weeks after Hez-
bollah Secretary-General Hassan 
Nasrallah declared that the “real, 
strategic and greatest battle is in 
Aleppo”.

Both sides realised that a mili-
tary victory in Aleppo would be 
immensely costly. It would lead to 
the destruction of what remained 
of the ancient city with heavy loss-
es for all concerned, government 
troops, rebels and Hezbollah fight-
ers.

A street-by-street battle in Alep-
po’s battered neighbourhoods 
would be suicidal for the Syrian 
Army, leaving it the option of lay-
ing siege to the city to force the re-
bels to starve or surrender, a strat-
egy successfully used to retake the 
town of Zabadani near Damascus 
and the city of Homs in central 
Syria.

In both cases, the rebels chose 
the former and were escorted 
— with their light arms — out of 
besieged territory by the United 
Nations. UN convoys transported 
them to Deir ez-Zor on the Euphra-
tes river in the east or Idlib in the 
north-west.

The first is controlled mainly by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) while Idlib 
is held by al-Nusra Front, al-Qae-
da’s Syrian branch. If the new siege 
in Aleppo lasts, the same scenario 
will likely be played out there.

Ultimately, the Russians hope 
that the 300,000 civilians trapped 
in eastern Aleppo will provide 
enough pressure on the fighters to 
leave. Life is becoming unbearable 
because of the soaring prices of 
basic commodities such as sugar, 
flour, fuel and medicine and the 
lack of electricity and running wa-
ter.

The rebels in northern Syria are 
appealing to Turkey for help but 
after the recent coup attempt and 
several Kurdish terrorist attacks in 

Istanbul, few Turkish officials have 
any appetite left for Syria.

Worse than that, Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim has spo-
ken of normalising relations with 
Damascus and President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan recently patched 
up a very icy relationship with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
much to the horror of the Syrian 
opposition.

Then came a statement by US 
Secretary of State John Kerry, la-
belling the Turkish-backed Ahrar 
al-Sham militia, which is fighting 
in northern Syria, as a “subgroup” 
of ISIS — greatly damaging the mo-
rale of Syrian fighters in Aleppo 
and its surrounding countryside.

Privately they say that Turkey 
sold them out to the Russians 

and the Americans. The proposed 
military cooperation deal between 
Russia and the United States adds 
to rebel fears, because not only 
does it legitimise Russia’s position 
on the war but also makes Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s army a 
fully fledged ally in the “war on 
terror”.

The proposal was put forth after 
a US-backed militia tried and failed 
to retake the strategic town of Al-
bukamal in eastern Syria in June. 
Its fighters were rounded up and 
slaughtered by ISIS, prompting US 
officials to grudgingly accept the 
brutal fact that, if they wanted to 
fight ISIS in Syria, they had to work 
with the Russian Army.

If such a deal is in the works, the 
Turks will set out their own de-

mands in exchange for letting Da-
mascus and Moscow retake Alep-
po. They will seek cooperation on 
counterterrorism against ISIS and 
guarantees that all sides will work 
to prevent the creation of a Kurdish 
state on the border with Turkey.

In exchange for American si-
lence, the Russians will turn a 
blind eye as US proxies take Man-
bij and Albukamal, two northern 
towns held by ISIS. This is indica-
tive of Moscow’s and Damascus’s 
determination to subjugate Aleppo 
at any cost.
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People inspect a site hit by air strikes in the rebel-held town of Atareb in Aleppo province, Syria, on 
July 25th.

The Russians hope 
that the 300,000 
civilians trapped in 
eastern Aleppo will 
provide enough 
pressure on the 
fighters to leave.

For months, the Syrian 
Army has been trying 
to encircle Aleppo to 
cut off Turkish 
supplies to the rebels.
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n a major shuffle in the jihadist 
order of battle, and at a critical 
point in the war in Syria, the 
leader of al-Nusra Front, argu-
ably the most powerful jihadist 

group in the conflict, announced 
that his organisation has broken its 
ties with al-Qaeda.

In a rare televised message broad-
cast by Al Jazeera, Abu Mohammad 
al-Golani declared his organisation 
will rebrand itself as Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham — Front for the Conquest 
of Syria — and will have “no links 
whatsoever with foreign partners”.

That may be designed to earn it a 
seat at the negotiating table under 
UN-brokered peace talks due to re-
sume in Vienna in August in a bid to 
end the 5-year-old Syrian war.

The word in jihadist circles has 
been for some time that al-Nusra 
was about to publicly sever its re-
lationship with al-Qaeda, which 
launched the jihadist war in the late 
1990s, in what was widely seen as 
a tactical, and politically pragmatic, 
maneoeuvre to oppose the Islamic 
State (ISIS) for primacy in the jihad-
ist war in the Levant and no doubt 
to head off an expected joint assault 
by US and Russian air power against 
jihadist forces in Syria.

There seems to have been some 
behind-the-scenes ducking and 
weaving on what is an important 
ideological progression, though 
largely obscure to Western percep-
tions, in the confrontation between 
Osama bin Laden’s concept of ji-
had, or Islamic holy war, against 
the West and its Muslim adherents, 
and the Islamic State (ISIS) that has 
sought to eclipse al-Qaeda.

For weeks the buzz has been that 
the al-Nusra Front, which emerged 
as one of the most effective of the 
rebel groups opposed to the Syrian 
regime of President Bashar Assad, 
was going to make the break from 
al-Qaeda to present what might be 
seen as a more moderate Islamist 
front.

Golani, a Syrian, had been ex-
pected to announce the split July 
27th but did not do so. No one 
knows why. Before he finally did so, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, a veteran Egyp-
tian jihadist who took over al-Qae-
da after bin Laden was assassinated 
by the Americans, on July 28th gave 
the break his blessing from his Paki-
stani hideout.

“We direct the leadership of al-
Nusra Front to go ahead with what 
preserves the good of Islam and the 
Muslims and protect the jihad of 
the Syrian people,” Zawahiri dep-
uty Ahmed Hussein Abu al-Khayr 
said in an audio message.

The plan seems to be for al-Nusra 
to make a tactical transition un-
der that it would present itself as a 
more moderate Islamic group that 
is more Syrian nationalist than ji-
hadist, thus exempting itself from 
the wrath of a proposed Russian-US 
onslaught on “terrorist” forces in 

Syria.
On the face of it, al-Nusra’s ideo-

logical sleight of hand, if it works, 
could be a game-changer on the 
Syrian battlefield.

Severing ties with al-Qaeda will 
mean the loss of funds and arms 
but those considerations are heav-
ily outweighed by the group’s repo-
sitioning, much to the pleasure of 
the Syrian Opposition, which has 
been pressing the front to cut loose 
from the jihadist cause to strength-
en the more secular alliance bat-

tling Assad.
Knowledgeable sources say the 

decision to separate from al-Qae-
da was taken by the front’s Shura 
Council, headed by Golani, as a di-
rect result of the unfolding and per-
plexing Russian-US military agree-
ment, which is aimed exclusively at 
eradicating al-Nusra.

That arrangement is a complicat-
ed one that calls for joint military 
operations, intelligence sharing 
and the cooperation of Syrian au-
thorities. For it to pass, Moscow has 

to convince the Syrian government 
to cease its military operations 
against US-backed Islamic groups, 
designated as “moderate” by the 
Americans, while the United States 
has to use its considerable influ-
ence to distance those same groups 
from al-Nusra, especially in the 
countryside of the strategic prov-
inces of Idlib and Aleppo.

Since its launch in early 2012, al-
Nusra has seized control of towns 
and villages in northern Syrian, in-
cluding entire pockets in the Alep-
po countryside, and has been in full 
control of the strategic city of Idlib 
in north-western Syria since mid-
2015.

The break with al-Qaeda could 
spare Idlib from non-stop strikes by 
the Russian and Syrian air forces. It 
would also force other groups like 
the Turkish-backed Ahrar al-Sham, 
another Islamist group, to distance 
itself from hard-line jihadists and 
perhaps to join forces with the re-
branded front.

Rebel groups have never hid-
den their admiration for al-Nusra’s 
fighting ability. Now, with the sev-
ering of the al-Qaeda affiliation, 
many will gather the courage to 
stand up for the rebranded al-Nus-
ra, regardless of its atrocities and ji-
hadist record, simply because it in-
flicts maximal pain both on regime 
forces and ISIS.

What matters is what al-Nusra’s 
fighters bring to the war in terms of 
intelligence, arms, and military ca-
pabilities. Its high-profile defection 
will soon be felt on the battlefield, 
and all eyes will be trained to see 
who will now join the rebranded 
group.
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A 2015 photo posted on the Twitter page of Syria’s al-Nusra Front 
shows a fighter from al-Nusra Front holding his group flag in front 
of an Idlib governorate building in Idlib province, northern Syria.

The departure from 
al-Qaeda is a tactical 
move, a calculated risk 
by al-Nusra Front’s 
senior command.


