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Beirut

S 

yrian rebels, nationalist and 
jihadist alike, have made a 
major advance in the bat-
tered city of Aleppo by lift-
ing the 4-year siege of the 

opposition-held eastern sector in 
what has been described as their 
biggest offensive of the war.

But perhaps the most significant 
breakthrough was that for the first 
time more than 20 disparate rebel 
groups set aside their often-deadly 
rivalries and banded together to 
form such a major force after more 
than five years of war.

If, after months of reverses and 
relentless Russian air strikes, these 
groups can maintain the degree of 
unity they have so unexpectedly 
displayed, this perplexing war will 
have taken a strategic turn. This will 
likely complicate outside interven-
tion even as it dramatically changes 
the balance of forces between the 
rebel-insurgents and the embattled 
regime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

This is particularly true if the two 
dominant coalitions continue col-
laborating, after years of interne-
cine feuding, to pound the regime, 
which increasingly is suffering from 
an acute manpower shortage and is 
kept in place primarily by Russian 
air power.

The two rebel catalysts of this 
unusually broad coalition are Fatah 
Halab (Aleppo Conquest), which 
embraces most anti-regime groups 

in Aleppo, and Jaysh al-Fatah (Army 
of Conquest).

That alliance includes the leading 
Islamist groups such as Ahrar al-Sh-
am (Free People of the Levant) and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (Front for the 
Conquest of Syria), which until July 
28th was known as al-Nusra Front, 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing.

The rebel coalition reportedly 
fielded about 10,000 fighters with 
nearly 100 captured tanks and hun-
dreds of multiple rocket launchers 
for its assault.

This was spearheaded by dozens 
of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham suicide 
bombers in armoured vehicles who 
blew holes in the regime strong-
points, opening the way for the Au-
gust 6th rebel breakthrough in the 
key, heavily defended south-west-
ern district of Ramouseh.

The rebel success has significant-
ly enhanced the prestige of Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham among Syrians, who 
have long felt betrayed by the West 
for its refusal to hammer Assad and 
end the war.

Karam al-Masri, a journalist in 
eastern Aleppo told CNN in a Skype 
interview: “People are impressed 
that in spite of all the air strikes by 
the regime and the Russians, they 
managed to… break the siege.”

The jihadists’ popularity will con-
found both the Americans and the 
Russians as well as the Saudi Arabi-
ans who support so-called moderate 
rebels.

In some quarters, it is felt that 
what transpires in Aleppo will be the 
defining battle of a long and multi-
sided war and possibly determine its 
eventual outcome.

Rami Abdel Rahman, head of the 
Britain-based Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights, which monitors 
the war through a network of activ-
ists, described the rebel offensive as 
one of the most important defeats 
for the regime.

“Despite more than 600 Russian 
(air) strikes, the government forces 
were not able to hold onto their 

positions,” he told Agence France-
Presse.

Damascus denied the siege had 
been broken but had to concede 
that Assad’s forces were on the de-
fensive. State media said the Syrian 
Army and its allies, including Islam-
ic Revolutionary Guards Corps from 
Iran and battle-hardened Hezbollah 
fighters from Lebanon, were “rede-
ploying” to block rebel attempts to 
liberate the entire city, which was 
once the thriving heart of Syria’s 
economy.

Both sides are pouring reinforce-
ments into Aleppo, where, in a bi-
zarre twist, loyalist and rebel zones 
of the city are under siege at the 
same time.

The Syrian Army has brought in 
the elite 15th Special Forces Division 
and the Republican Guard while 
Hezbollah is reported to be send-
ing its crack Radwan Battalion for 
a major counteroffensive aimed at 
cutting the heavily bombarded 2km 
link that connects the rebel-held 
zone to the rebels’ Idlib stronghold. 
Russian warplanes bomb rebel posi-
tions incessantly.

But as the fighting intensifies, 
with an estimated 300,000 civilians 

trapped in the rebel-held east run-
ning low on food, fuel and medicine, 
the combat seems to be bogging 
down into another drawn-out battle 
of attrition that could signal endless 
conflict in a land already devastated.

“It is an illusion, now commonly 
harboured in the West, that one side 
could end the war by winning,” the 
Financial Times observed on Au-
gust 3rd. “An unending conflict be-
tween a regime too weak to pacify 
the country and jihadi terrorists is 
as likely.”

The battle of Aleppo could sound 
the death knell of a UN peace effort 
that appears to be on its last legs, 
even as Russia and the United States 
seek to reach agreement to jointly 
target the jihadists while sparing 
other rebels who could ultimately 
participate in a transitional post-war 
government.

Assad, hobbled by the manpower 
shortage that has been his Achilles 
heel since the war began, is having 
to call on his allies for help — Mos-
cow for ever-greater air support and 
Tehran for a large infusion of Shia 
militiamen from Iran, Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan along with Hez-
bollah fighters from Lebanon.

But there is clearly friction be-
tween the Syrian Army and its allies 
which has become more evident in 
recent months as their casualties in-
creased sharply.

An unnamed Hezbollah fighter, in 
an audiotape purportedly recorded 
during the fighting and circulated on 
Lebanon’s social media, accuses the 
Syrian Army and its allies of aban-
doning the Lebanese during heavy 
fighting around the artillery acad-
emy in Ramouseh district where the 
rebels broke through and seized an 
arsenal of regime weapons.

“They all left us, the Iranians, the 
Afghans and the Syrians,” the fighter 
complained in the accent of south-
ern Lebanon, a Hezbollah strong-
hold. “We’re fighting alone.”

He warned that Jaysh al-Fatah 
was repeatedly attacking despite 
“taking a lot of casualties. They’re 
in good shape (while) the (Syrian) 
army disintegrated.”

The tape’s authenticity could not 
be verified but it jibed with an ac-
count by a pro-opposition journalist 
who told Business Insider that re-
gime forces in Ramouseh fell apart 
“much faster than anyone expect-
ed”.

Damascus

C 

oncern is growing for the 
2 million civilians trapped 
inside Syria’s divided city 
of Aleppo amid a massive 
build-up of rebel fighters 

and government troops and their 
allies as both sides brace for a bat-
tle to control the country’s pre-war 
industrial hub.

The opposition broke through 
a month-long government siege 
of the city’s rebel-held east where 
some 300,000 people are confined, 
allowing the entry of much-needed 
food supplies and fuel. While seiz-
ing the Ramousa neighbourhood 
linking east Aleppo to the exterior, 
the rebels severed the primary gov-
ernment supply corridor, raising 
the prospect that government-held 
western Aleppo might become be-
sieged. But aid is still able to reach 
the west of the city via an alterna-
tive route.

“Trucks loaded with food assis-
tance and gasoline entered the east-
ern neighbourhoods, but only a few 
individuals managed to exit from 
the area, not the families,” said Dr 
Hamza Khatib, director of Al-Quds 
Hospital in eastern Aleppo.

Khatib said no humanitarian 

truce was observed despite calls for 
a daily three-hour ceasefire and the 
United Nations warning that civil-
ians on both sides of the city must 
not be cut off from humanitarian 
aid.

Regime forces and rebel factions 
have sent hundreds of reinforce-
ments to the city. Troops were re-
portedly shifted from other fronts 
and the military commander in 
Aleppo was replaced by General 
Zaid Saleh, chief of staff of the pow-
erful Republican Guards.

Abd al-Muhayssini, a senior of-
ficial in the rebel Jaysh al-Fatah, 
said thousands of rebel fighters — 
including 1,000 potential suicide 
bombers — are preparing for the 
Aleppo battle.

Eastern Aleppo was encircled in 
July when Castello Road, the only 
link to the outside, was cut off by 
government forces. The trapped 
population was at the mercy of the 
regime forces and their allies while 
food and medical supplies dwin-
dled. The government may attempt 
to starve the rebels to force a surren-
der, a tactic it has used elsewhere.

Although the government and 
its Russian ally opened humanitar-
ian corridors for civilians to pass 
through and for opposition fight-
ers wanting to surrender, few have 
taken that option amid intensified 
bombardment and air strikes.

Khatib, who runs one of the few 
medical facilities operating in east-
ern Aleppo, cautioned that civilians 
would be in great danger due to 
shortages of medical personnel and 
supplies.

“There will be a shortage in medi-

cines, medical equipment and fuel 
that are vital for our operation,” 
he said. “We have stocks that can 
be sufficient for a month or two at 
most but what then?”

Hundreds of physicians and nurs-
es have fled Aleppo’s eastern neigh-
bourhoods where dispensaries and 
hospitals have been targeted by 
Russian and Syrian air strikes. Al-
Quds Hospital has been attacked 
but Khatib and a few others have 
remained.

“We are 30 physicians only for 
some 350,000 people still living 
here,” Khatib said in an interview 

online. “Specialists in several fields 
do not exist. We have one physician 
working as a paediatrician, neuro-
surgeon and vascular surgeon. Gen-
eral surgeons are also carrying out 
all types of specialised operations.”

The humanitarian situation is 
worsening as basic commodities 
are disappearing from markets but 
the head of the local council, Berta 
Hajji Hassan, described conditions 
as “still acceptable.”

“We haven’t reached the stage 
of famine. We still have our locally 
grown vegetables but eventually 
running out of fuel means bakeries 

would stop, as well as water pump-
ing,” Hajji Hassan said.

Hajji Hassan said about 52,500 
families — more than 325,000 peo-
ple — were still in eastern Aleppo. 
The total includes 20,990 children 
younger than 2 years and 155,048 
women.

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
has offered a general amnesty for 
rebels who give up their weapons 
and surrender within the next three 
months in what is seen as an at-
tempt to avoid the battle of Aleppo.

Similar amnesty offers were made 
previously but were seen by the 
opposition as publicity stunts and 
psychological warfare against the 
rebels.

“The talk about amnesty is for 
media consumption. He who wants 
reconciliation does not mass troops 
around the city or would at least 
stop bombardments while making 
the offer,” said Aleppo journalist 
Ammar Bakour.

Media activist Omar Arab, who 
has documented Aleppo’s devasta-
tion with his camera, downplayed 
the regime’s hopes of determin-
ing Aleppo’s battle as quickly as it 
claims.

“We are talking about 40 (eastern) 
neighbourhoods making up more 
than half the size of Aleppo. The re-
gime has been encircling Daraya (in 
rural Damascus) for five years to no 
avail and the latter’s area is equiva-
lent to only two of Aleppo’s neigh-
bourhoods,” he said.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly.
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Syria Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters walk near damaged buildings on a street in Manbij, in Aleppo 
Governorate, Syria, on August 7th.

People gather to buy fresh produce taken into rebel-held areas of 
Aleppo by private traders, on August 11th.
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The rebel coalition 
reportedly fielded 
about 10,000 fighters 
with nearly 100 
captured tanks and 
hundreds of multiple 
rocket launchers for 
its assault.

Hundreds of 
physicians and nurses 
have fled Aleppo’s 
eastern 
neighbourhoods.

Humanitarian crisis looms in Aleppo


