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s the Syrian war gradu-
ally shifts from the bat-
tlefield to the negoti-
ating table, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah could soon 

begin concentrating greater efforts 
on post-war plans to establish a per-
manent military presence in Syria.

Hezbollah has played a key role 
in defending the regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, forming 
the sharp end of the Iran-mobilised 
Shia paramilitary forces drawn from 
Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan and Pa-
kistan that have battled opposition 
rebel groups across Syria.

Despite frequent speculation in 
the media and calls from the Syrian 
opposition, and recently Turkey, for 
Hezbollah to pull out of Syria, there 
is little chance that the Party of God 
plans to withdraw any time soon.

“We will remain in Syria until we 
completely triumph over the ter-
rorist project,” Sayyed Ibrahim al-
Amine Sayyed, head of Hezbollah’s 
political council, declared in early 
January.

Syria is seen as a critical com-
ponent of Iran’s regional security 
architecture. It is the geo-strategic 
lynchpin connecting Iran to Hez-
bollah in Lebanon, allowing Tehran 
to project power directly to Israel’s 
northern border.

“Because Syria is a crucial ele-
ment of the chain of resistance, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran sided with 
the Syrian government and peo-
ple from the inception of this re-
gional and international conspiracy 
[against Damascus]. And it will con-
tinue to do so,” Ali Akbar Velayati, a 
top adviser to Iran’s supreme leader 
Ali Khameini, said in early January.

A December 30th ceasefire bro-
kered by Russia, Turkey and Iran 
has generally held, bringing some 
welcome calm to a country nearing 
its sixth year of war. An exception, 
however, has been in the Wadi Bara-

da area west of Damascus where 
Hezbollah and Syrian troops have 
battled rebels for control of strate-
gic springs that provide water for 
the Syrian capital.

The Syrian Army announced on 
January 29th that the area had re-
turned to state control after troops 
entered the water pumping station 
that had been in rebel hands since 
2012.

Wadi Barada is also important 
for Hezbollah due to its proximity 
to the Lebanese border. A hallmark 
of Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria 
has been to establish control over 
Lebanon’s north-eastern and east-
ern border with Syria to protect key 
arms supply routes and also Shia-
populated villages in the Bekaa Val-
ley from attacks by Sunni jihadists 
infiltrating from Syria.

On the Syrian side of the border, 
Hezbollah led offensives in 2014 
and 2015 to secure the Qalamoun 
area, which lies between Damascus 
and Homs and includes the main M5 
highway connecting the two cities.

The party has also turned Qusayr, 

a town 8km north of the border that 
it seized in June 2013, into a major 
military base. Its Sunni population 
fled during the battle and is not ex-
pected to return.

“I don’t think I can go back. The 
regime’s doing ethnic cleansing,” 
said Khallaf al-Khaled, a farmer 
from Qusayr living in a refugee 
camp in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley. 
“They don’t want us back there.”

On the Lebanese side, over the 
last two years Hezbollah has built 
dozens of hilltop outposts in the 
barren mountains. Some are sub-
stantial permanent strongpoints 
with fortified bunkers and artillery 
emplacements.

Most are concentrated south of 
Arsal, a Sunni town in the north-
east Bekaa region, where they serve 
as a bulwark against jihadists of Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham and the Islamic 
State holed up in mountains and 
valleys to the east.

Hezbollah has also built new grad-
ed tracks to connect the outposts in 
this desolate area. At least two new 
tracks, wide enough to carry trucks, 

cross the border, potentially allow-
ing Hezbollah fighters to deploy east 
into Syria or for arms shipments to 
head west into Lebanon.

The other area of Syria relevant 
to the agenda of Hezbollah, as well 
as Iran, is the Golan Heights, part of 
which has been occupied by Israel 
since 1967.

Two years ago, Hezbollah and 
Iran were preparing a military in-
frastructure of bunkers, tunnels 
and ammunition storage sites in the 
northern Golan, a long-term invest-
ment that was aimed at Israel rather 
than Syrian rebels.

An Iranian general and a top Hez-
bollah commander were among six 
people killed near Quneitra, capi-
tal of the Golan, in a January 2015 
Israeli drone strike. Sources close 

to Hezbollah said the commander 
was inspecting the new facilities 
when they were attacked. Iran and 
Hezbollah view the Golan as a use-
ful arena to extend the “resistance” 
front against Israel from the adja-
cent south Lebanon.

The war in Syria has been trans-
formative for Hezbollah. It has 
greatly expanded in size and gained 
an array of new war-fighting skills 
and combat-tested troops. Amid 
Russian efforts to secure a negoti-
ated peace settlement, a strength-
ened and battle-hardened military 
wing will be able to turn its full at-
tention once more to Israel.

“Hezbollah is too small a name 
for what we’ve become,” bragged a 
veteran Hezbollah fighter who has 
served several tours in Syria. “We 
should call ourselves Jaish Allah 
[the Army of God].”

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.
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A 2015 file picture shows a Hezbollah fighter in Khashaat, in the Qalamoun region, north of Damascus.            (Reuters)
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Syria’s safe zones and draft constitution

S
afe zones  and a draft 
constitution in Syria are 
major projects that have 
emerged from collabora-
tion between the new 
US administration and a 

Russian leadership riding high on 
its strategic victories in Syria.

The Syrian crisis is 6 years old. 
It started as a revolt against 
dictatorship but turned into a 
proxy war between regional 
powers. Russia took a comfort-
able lead in making itself essen-
tial for a solution in Syria but the 
United States is coming back on 
the scene with the idea of creating 
safe zones in Syria.

Desirous of not being sidelined, 
Turkey jumped on the band-
wagon and praised the US 
initiative. Turkey suggested a 
similar initiative three years ago 
but the Americans shot it down 
then. Consequently, Turkey 
immediately aligned itself with 
the Russian strategy in Syria.

Analyses in the US media are 
talking about partitioning Syria 
into four zones, with each one 
being controlled by an interna-
tional or regional power.

The first zone would extend 
from Latakia on the Mediterra-
nean to Damascus and would be 
controlled by the Syrian regime. 
The second zone would extend 
from north-eastern Syria to the 
city of Manbij and would be under 
US control. Also under US control 
would be the third zone extend-
ing from Sweida to Quneitra. 
Turkey would control the area 
along its southern border, 
extending 70km inside Syria up to 
the city of al-Bab north of Aleppo.

Soon after the US plan was 
announced, Russian Presidential 
Press Secretary Dmitry Peskov 
lambasted the initiative and said 
the United States had not con-
sulted with Russia about the safe 
zones. “Washington must think of 
the potential consequences of 
establishing safe zones in Syria,” 
warned Peskov.

For US President Donald 
Trump, establishing safe zones is 
in the Americans’ interest 
because they would serve to dam 
the migration waves towards the 
United States, Europe and Syria’s 
neighbours. The safe zones could 
serve as bargaining chips for both 
the United States and Russia.

The US administration has 
drawn the limits of the zones 
along the demarcation lines 
between the different fighting 
factions in Syria and says the 
project would not obstruct any 

agreement with Russia about a 
solution in Syria..

Like its predecessor, the Trump 
administration says there is no 
need for the United States to get 
bogged down in the Syrian 
quagmire as long as Russia is 
willing to do the necessary job in 
the field while preserving 
American interests.

Both countries agree on 
fundamental principles: fighting 
Islamic organisations classified as 
terrorist, especially the Islamic 
State, guaranteeing Israel’s safety 
and Israel’s right to launch 
military retaliation strikes inside 
Syria and protecting the Kurds. 
They do also implicitly agree on 
replacing Syrian President Bashar 
Assad with a non-radical figure 
within a non-sectarian civilian 
government.

The Obama administration was 
lenient with the Shia Islamic 
movements in the Middle East. 
The Trump administration, 
however, seems to be set on 
clipping Iran’s wings. This would 
be compatible with US interests in 
the region and US efforts to 
contain Sunni Islamic movements 
as well.

Washington agrees with 
Moscow on limiting Iran’s 
influence in Syria and backs up 
Russia’s strategies that were 
implemented following the 
Aleppo agreement despite Iran’s 

obvious displeasure.
The meetings between Russian 

and US interests in Syria do not 
signal the beginning of a honey-
moon period between the two 
countries. Both are still testing 
each other.

However, both countries have 
become in possession of most of 
the cards in the Syrian game while 
the other regional players, Turkey 
and Iran, are trying to preserve as 
many of their cards as they can.

Among the strongest cards in 
the hands of Moscow and Wash-
ington is the one related to the 
draft Syrian constitution. They 
are both looking forward to a 
constitution that would disregard 
an Islamic system of government. 
Even Iran would be happy with 
such an outcome as it would 
eliminate right from the start the 
project for a competing Sunni 
Islamic state.

The safe zones and draft 
constitution projects will domi-
nate the settlement process in 
Syria. They assume that all parties 
in the Syrian conflict have had 
enough and are ready for a 
settlement. They will certainly be 
pursued along with the idea of 
preventing any radical Islamic 
movement from replacing Assad 
and kicking out all foreign militias 
from Syria.

Ali Alamin is a Lebanese writer.
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