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O 

n August 22nd, as Turk-
ish forces massed to 
strike into northern 
Syria to seize the strate-
gic town of Jarabulus to 

block a drive by Syrian Kurds to es-
tablish an independent enclave on 
Turkey’s southern border, the com-
mander of a rebel military council 
formed to resist the invaders was 
killed in mysterious circumstances.

The newly formed Jarabulus Mili-
tary Council, dominated by the Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF) that 
oppose the Turks and their militia 
allies, claimed that Abdel Sattar al-
Jader was assassinated by Turkey’s 
powerful National Intelligence Or-
ganisation. The council said this 
was done to undermine Kurdish 
morale on the eve of the long-await-
ed Turkish cross-border offensive.

The Britain-based Syrian Human 
Rights Observatory, which moni-
tors the war through a vast network 
of activists, said Jader was shot in 
the town of Al-Shuyoukh, on the 
eastern bank of the Euphrates river 
across from Jarabulus.

The Turkish government has not 
commented, but the Yani Safak 
daily, which supports Turkey’s rul-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), asserted that Jader was killed 
by a local tribesman in a dispute.

Hours before his death, Jader, a 
veteran rebel fighter and an ethnic 
Arab, had warned Ankara in a video 
statement “of the consequences of 
aggressive practices against Syrian 
territories and (people), especially 
in our region of Jarabulus”.

It remains to be seen to what ex-
tent the killing of Jader influenced 
the outcome of the battle for Ja-
rabulus that began before dawn on 
August 24th with a massive Turkish 
artillery barrage but the assassina-
tion of key rebel leaders, often at 
critical junctures in the staggeringly 
complex Syrian war, has become an 
integral part of the conflict.

Many of these targeted killings, 
which have been concentrated in 
Aleppo and Idlib provinces, have 
been blamed on the Islamic State 
(ISIS). It is fighting just about eve-
rybody, particularly US-backed 

factions.
Security insiders, however, are 

convinced that many of the attacks 
have been manipulated by the Da-
mascus regime. Its security appara-
tus has a long history of such Machi-
avellian machinations and plausibly 
deniable covert dealings with rebel 
groups supposedly fighting to top-
ple the Assad dynasty.

Following the June 16th assassi-
nation of prominent independent 
journalist Khaled al-Essa in rebel-
held eastern Aleppo, Syrian media 
activist Mujahid Abu al-Joud told 
Al-Monitor “some militant factions 
have been infiltrated by regime or 
ISIS sympathisers, which explains 
the assassination attempts targeting 
military leaders and media activ-
ists… Media activists have always 
been targeted by the regime.”

Lieutenant-General Ali Sabouh of 
the Syrian Army’s elite Republican 
Guard was killed August 13th in a 
roadside bomb ambush in southern 
Syria. The attack was claimed by the 
Army of Free Tribes, a Jordanian-
supported group operating in the 
region.

It is not often that such a promi-
nent military commander of the Da-
mascus regime forces — and one no 
doubt surrounded by heavy secu-
rity — has been assassinated in the 
Syrian war. However, the conflict 
has spawned a chain of assassina-
tions in which the victims were pri-
marily rebel leaders, in most cases 
picked off by ISIS, and to a lesser ex-
tent by al-Nusra Front, rebranded in 
July as the Conquest of Syria Front.

Some of these killings are likely to 
have been instigated by the regime’s 
pervasive intelligence apparatus, 
which, like its contemporaries in 
many Middle Eastern states, has for 
decades used a policy of assassina-
tion to advance political objectives.

Rebel warlords, particularly those 
who lead jihadist groups, are fre-
quent targets of Syrian, US and Rus-
sian air strikes. The internecine kill-
ings are often the most significant 
because of the effect the operations 
have on the murky demi-monde of 

ever-shifting rebel alliances, a pro-
cess that is just about the only con-
stant in this chameleon conflict that 
no-one seems to be winning.

In retrospect, it is difficult to de-
termine whether the assassination 
of some of the more important rebel 
leaders in these decapitation opera-
tions, sometimes initiated by out-
side powers to benefit their Syrian 
allies, has changed the course of the 
war to any appreciable extent but 
they have done nothing to bring an 
end to the bloodletting, in which as 
many as 400,000 people have died, 
any closer.

Zahran Alloush, leader of the 
powerful Ahrar al-Sham (Free Men 
of the Levant) Islamist rebel group, 
was killed in a December 25th, 2015, 
air strike in Eastern Ghouta on the 
outskirts of Damascus. His assas-
sination was intended to sabotage 
an effort by Saudi Arabia, a key sup-
porter of rebel groups in Syria, to 
stitch together a unified rebel front 
scheduled to attend UN-sponsored 
peace talks that began in Geneva a 
month later.

But Alloush, who fought both 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and ISIS, was eliminated when the 
Americans were seeking to unify 
the Syrian opposition into a cohe-
sive fighting force to go against ISIS, 
the destruction of which is US Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s primary objec-
tive in Syria, superseding getting rid 
of Assad.

The Syrian regime took responsi-
bility for the air strike that killed Al-
loush, who headed a coalition with 
a combined force of about 45,000 
fighters. His death was a major 
boost for Assad but the Syrian oppo-
sition saw the air strike as the work 
of Russia.

Moscow is one of the key backers 
of Assad’s embattled regime and, 
like Assad, opposes US-backed rebel 
efforts to get rid of the Syrian presi-
dent and usher in a more democrat-
ic system in Syria.

Before he was killed along with 
five other Ahrar al-Sham command-
ers, Alloush, the son of a Saudi 
Salafist cleric, had attended a gath-
ering of more than 100 rebel leaders 
in Riyadh that sought to hammer 
out a united rebel position at the Vi-
enna talks.

“The Russian air strike that killed 
Alloush… and targeted one of the 

group’s secret headquarters, was 
not an isolated incident,” Haid 
Haid, a Syrian researcher with the 
Heinrich Boll Foundation’s Beirut 
branch, said.

“It was part of a systematic effort 
to sabotage the Vienna talks… Driv-
ing a wedge between the political 
opposition and the strongest armed 
groups of Syria has become a prior-
ity for Russian since 116 diverse rep-
resentatives reached an agreement 
(in Riyadh) to create a single negoti-
ating body to represent them.”

Eleven days after the slaying of 
Alloush, one of the most controver-
sial figures in the insurgency, Ah-
rar al-Sham’s commander in Homs 
province in central Syria, Abu Rateb 
al-Homsi, was shot to death by 
motorcycle-riding assassins in the 
north of the province.

The Russians were widely seen 
to be behind that killing too as part 
of a hidden agenda: the system-
atic elimination of key opposition 
figures to reshape the military and 
political situation in advance of the 
UN talks while Moscow, along with 
Assad’s other vital ally, Iran, pro-
fessed that its September 2015 inter-
vention in Syria was to fight Sunni 
terrorism.

Amid the blood feuds between 
rival rebel forces, ISIS seems to be 

particularly active in the assassi-
nation game, largely through its 
suicide bombers and its network of 
cells across Syria and beyond.

Arab Intelligence sources told The 
Arab Weekly that some of the ISIS 
veterans of this war of the shadows 
have gone on to establish sleeper 
cells in Western Europe that were 
involved in recent terror attacks in 
France and Belgium in which hun-
dreds of people were killed.

Among those slain was Abu 
Khalid al-Suri, a battle-hardened 
veteran jihadist. Born in Aleppo in 
1963 as Mohammed al-Bahaiya, he 
was killed on February 24th in his 
native city. He had been sent to Syr-
ia by al-Qaeda on a mission to end 
the rupture between al-Qaeda and 
ISIS.

His orders were to then steer 
these groups towards bringing 
down the hated Assad regime and 
allow Pakistan-based al-Qaeda to 
establish its first stronghold in the 
Arab world, a highly symbolic step 
that would have been a setback for 
ISIS. It broke away from al-Qaeda in 
2013.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly. 
Khalil Hamlo in Damascus 
contributed to this report.

In Syria, a secret war of 
assassinations rages
Ed Blanche

Drone footage broadcast in December 2015 by Al-Mayadeen 
Television allegedly shows Syrian army air strikes targeting 
Zahran Alloush, the head of the Army of Islam group near 
Damascus, Syria.

Security insiders are 
convinced that many 
of the attacks have 
been manipulated by 
the Damascus regime.
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What planet is Syria on?

T
he Syrian government 
has produced a video 
advertisement in a 
feeble attempt to 
attract tourists — and 
their hard currencies 

— hoping to convince them to 
spend some of their time and 
much of their money in Syria.

If the situation was not so 
tragic, this story could pass for 
comical but, alas, this is no 
laughing matter. It makes one 
wonder what those responsible 
were hoping to achieve. Did they 
really believe they could attract 
tourists to a country plagued by 
the presence of terrorists along 
with all the associated activities 
that this encompasses?

Either way, clearly those 
responsible are far removed from 
reality and are living on another 
planet.

True, vacationing in Syria 
guarantees the visitor daily 

sunshine and warm weather. 
At the same time there is a 

good chance of possible light 
showers of artillery shells, 
mortars, the occasional sprinkling 
of internationally banned 
chemical agents, possible 
kidnappings and demands for 
ransom along with the usual 
inconveniences of war.

The Syrian regime of President 
Bashar Assad had the audacity to 
produce a promotional video spot 
advertising the country’s miles of 
sandy beaches along the warm 
waters of the Mediterranean. The 
short clip — 1 minute, 43 seconds 
long — is titled Syria Always 
Beautiful and was produced by the 
Syrian Tourism Board.

Understandably, the Syrian 
government is in need of hard 
cash, given the poor state of the 
economy after five years of civil 
strife that has left the country in 
dire economic straits. The near 
destruction of a number of major 
cities, such as Hama and Homs, 
and, of course, the country’s 
principal commercial centre, 
Aleppo, where battles continue to 
rage.

Many of the country’s tradi-
tional tourist sites have been 
taken over by terrorists. Treasures 
of the past, historic vestiges of 
humanity, were purposely 
destroyed by gunmen of the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Of course the ad makes no 
mention of the tragic civil war 
that has turned what was once a 
beautiful country into an insane 
inferno.

The video depicts sunbathers 
and swimmers enjoying the warm 
waters of the Mediterranean while 
others ride jet skis, very likely not 
far from where Russian forces 
have established a foothold.

Nary a word of the 400,000-
500,000 — many of them civilians 
— killed in the war. Not a mention 
of the 4 million-5 million Syrians 
who have emigrated to Europe, 
Turkey or neighbouring Arab 
countries. Not a word about the 
hundreds of thousands of Syrians 
who have been rendered home-
less by the war or of those who 
have been scarred physically or 
emotionally by the violence.

The attempt to attract tourists 
to Syria when the country is 
practically overrun by terrorists 
makes one wonder what the 
government was banking on. 
What are the odds of a foreign 
tourist visiting Syria these days, 
taking into account the realities 
on the ground?

Consider this: The presence of 
Syrian armed forces on the war 
footing, the dispatch of Hezbollah 
militiamen from Lebanon, 
revolutionary guards from Iran, 

the occasional car bombs explod-
ing in various parts of the country, 
the presence of Russian troops 
assisting the Syrian government 
fighting opposition forces.

The Syrian opposition, which 
includes conflicting sides from a 
wide variety of factions, precari-
ous alliances that pop up like a 
nasty outbreak of acne, foreign 
fighters who include various 
Islamist groups and fighters who 
have flocked to Syria from Europe, 
the Caucasus and other parts of 
the world to support the revolt.

With that in mind, what are the 
chances of finding anyone brave 
enough or rather ignorant enough 
to spend vacation time in Syria 
today, no matter how beautiful it 
may have been at one time?

In essence, the ad illustrates 
perhaps the schism that exists 
between the government in Syria 
and those governed. This differ-
ence of views and opinions is what 
lies at the root of the agreements 
that eventually led to the condi-
tion that took the country into the 
civil conflict it is living through.

This video advertisement is a 
microcosm of Syria, showing all 
that is amiss in the country.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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