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ctivists with the Raqqa 
is Being Slaughtered Si-
lently (RBSS) Facebook 
page told of the besieged 
Syrian city — The de fac-

to capital of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
— being targeted: “The average 
number of air strikes on Raqqa has 
reached about 20 strikes by manned 
and unmanned military aircraft 
a day. A further 100 mortar shells 
have also landed at neighbourhoods 
around the city.”

RBSS, in messages to The Arab 
Weekly, also said more than 421 
civilians were killed during fight-
ing in May. Forces belonging to the 
US-backed and Kurdish-dominated 
militia alliance, the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF) were reportedly 
clashing with ISIS fighters on the 
outskirts of the city.

SDF and coalition forces, which 
had been steadily massing out-
side the city, began their assault on 
Raqqa, the latest chapter in Opera-
tion Wrath of the Euphrates. Esti-
mates of how long the campaign 
may last vary but, after protracted 
battles against entrenched ISIS po-
sitions at Sirte in Libya and Mosul 
in Iraq, few expect the campaign to 
take Raqqa to be quick.

SDF spokesman Talal Silo on June 
6 announced the beginning of the as-
sault on the city, saying: “We declare 
today the beginning of the great bat-
tle to liberate the city of Raqqa, the 
alleged capital of terrorism and ter-
rorists. Morale is high and military 
readiness to implement the military 
plan is complete, in coordination 
with the US-led coalition.”

Few positions are as entrenched 
as that of ISIS at Raqqa. The jihadists 
sought to establish the Syrian city as 
a model for life in their caliphate, 
making it a magnet for foreign fight-
ers and a key strategic planning 

centre for terror attacks around the 
world.

Coalition forces estimate the 
number of ISIS fighters in Raqqa at 
3,000-4,000 but the SDF says the 
number is less. It is suspected that 
the battle-hardened core of the ji-
hadists has retreated east, 140km 
along the Euphrates to established 
positions at Deir ez-Zor.

It is also difficult to know how 
many civilians remain in the city 
after three years of ISIS occupation. 
However, the International Rescue 
Committee said there were as many 
as 200,000 in Raqqa. There are fears 
civilians who try to flee the city will 
be killed by ISIS fighters, who are 
also known to use inhabitants as hu-
man shields. SDF commanders said 

electricity has been cut off and in-
ternet cafés shut.

Coalition forces have been mass-
ing outside the city. In March, sev-
eral hundred US special operations 
troops supporting the estimated 
55,000 SDF fighters were joined by 
units from the 11th Marine Expedi-
tionary Unit. Attack helicopters and 
other special operations forces are 
expected, the Washington Post re-
ported.

Nicholas Heras, a fellow at the 
Centre for a New American Security, 
said the battle is at Phase One, with 
whatever awaits within the city cen-
tre an unknown.

Moreover, while many of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) within the SDF are veterans 

of battles at Kobane, Tabqa and 
Manbij, others within the militia 
alliance, such as the Syrian Arab 
Coalition, are new to the battlefield. 
That lack of experience could prove 
important in determining not only 
who takes the Sunni-dominated city 
but who eventually holds it.

“The conflict will probably oper-
ate along the Manbij model,” Heras 
said. “That is, an alliance of differ-
ent militias trained by the United 

States call in air strikes and artillery 
fire on enemy positions.”

While that model has previously 
been successful, how effective it 
may be against the entrenched op-
position at Raqqa is uncertain and 
few doubt the ferocity of the battle 
to come.

“ISIS has been prepping Raqqa 
as if it’s the second battle of Fal-
luja,” Heras said, “The SDF may be 
facing booby traps, [improvised ex-
plosive devices], fire boxes, what-
ever. Whatever it is, it’s going to be 
intense. The question is how drawn 
out it will be.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
section editor with The Arab 
Weekly.
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even years into Syria’s 
civil war, the government 
of Bashar Assad remains 
steadfastly at the wheel of 
the Damascene political 

machine.
Throughout the conflict, As-

sad has positioned himself as the 
moderate guardian of the country’s 
endangered minorities and the 
stalwart defender of the country’s 
newly liberated economic elite. It’s 
a public message that, given the 
barbarity of the regime’s jihadist 
opposition, appears more persua-
sive by the day.

Furthermore, Assad, along with 
his Russian and Iranian backers, 
claims an electoral legitimacy de-
nied to those who seek to displace 
it. In the 2014 elections, Assad and 
the Ba’ath Party he leads were re-
turned for their third successive 
term with 88.7% of the vote, which 
seems at face value, like an impres-
sive achievement for a government 
denounced around the world for its 
barbarity and cruelty.

However, with conditions for 
electoral fairness abysmally lack-
ing and with voting restricted to 
the approximately 40% of Syrian 
territory under government con-
trol, the results were hardly a ring-
ing endorsement of Assad’s suc-
cess. The European Union branded 
the results “illegitimate” and for-
mer US Secretary of State John 

Kerry dismissed them as a “great 
big zero.”

All the same, despite the intense-
ly divisive nature of his regime, 
Assad’s government remains in 
power. Traffic runs in the streets of 
Damascus, taxes are paid, the army 
remains loyal to his command and 
the government civil service ad-
ministers his government’s edicts.

However, public acquiescence to 
Assad’s rule should not be conflat-
ed with public support for Bashar 
Assad so much as the regime 
forged by his father, which many 

urban Syrians regard as a bulwark 
against the anarchy and coups that 
preceded it.

The collective scar left by those 
years, allied to Assad’s much pub-
licised early liberalisation of the 
economy, have created a section of 
Syrian society that has come to re-
gard its own future as firmly vested 
in that of the regime’s.

Much of that economic strata 
exists within and around the As-
sad family. In 2011, the Middle East 
Institute estimated that ownership 
of major telecommunications, en-

ergy and construction industries 
remained within the hands of no 
more than 200 individuals. The 
same year, the Financial Times 
suggested Assad’s cousin, Rami 
Makhlouf, might indirectly control 
up to as much as 60% of the nation-
al economy.

“The Assad regime and the elites 
that support the Syrian Arab Re-
public exist in a symbiotic relation-
ship that has mostly endured over 
the course of the civil war,” Nicho-
las A. Heras, a Bacevich Fellow at 
the Centre for a New American Se-
curity, said in e-mailed comments. 
“For many of these elites, they are 
investing their support in the As-
sad regime in the expectation of its 
eventual victory,” rather than out 
of any overwhelming loyalty to its 
leadership.

However, beneath this super 
elite, lies a deeper foundation of 
small and medium-sized business 
owners, who likely want nothing 
more than to continue enjoying an 
improved standard of living with-
out the disruption of widespread 
political upheaval.

Many of these, Heras said, “are 
urban and near suburban, middle-
class Sunni Arabs who make up the 
business and administrative strata 
of the state and lower-middle-class 
and working-class Sunni Arabs that 
continue to fight in the Syrian Arab 
Army or in adjutant militias. With-
out a Sunni Arab foundation of 
support in urban areas, the Syrian 
Arab Republic that houses the As-
sad regime could not stand.”

However, with the hawks circling 
the skies over Damascus, questions 
over how long the regime may con-
tinue to enjoy the support of a base 
with little personal loyalty to its 
leader are growing more pressing. 
What is likely of more immediate 
concern to the regime’s backers is 
what might happen to them should 
it ever tumble.

For Heras, any sudden attempt to 
topple the Damascus regime would 
be to risk opening even wider the 
Pandora’s box that has spilled so 
many evils onto Syria’s soil.

“The Alawi core of the Syrian 
Arab Republic’s intelligence and se-
curity services would withdraw as 
much military hardware as it could 
to western coastal provinces…,” he 
said, “and the Iranian-backed Shia 
militia forces that fight with the 
Syrian Arab Army would viciously 
contest rebel forces.

“Damascus would likely not be 
completely under the control of the 
armed opposition, and there would 
be pockets of either Assad forces or 
Iranian-backed Shia militias in the 
city. It would be a mess that would 
dwarf Tripoli, Libya or Mogadishu, 
Somalia in terms of militia conflict 
and bloodshed.”
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Long battle lies ahead. Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters on their way to Raqqa, on June 6.            (Reuters)

Preserving his support base. Syrian girls stand next to a poster of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in the old city of Damascus, on 
May 25.                                                 (AFP)
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Public acquiescence to 
Assad’s rule should not 
be conflated with 
public support for 
Bashar Assad.

 Coalition forces 
estimate the 
number of ISIS 
fighters in Raqqa 
at 3,000-4,000.

It is difficult to know 
how many civilians 
remain in the city 
after three years of 
ISIS occupation.


