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A 

s the world’s rival armies 
compete for occupancy 
of Syria’s blood-stained 
soil, one of the country’s 
major jihadist groups has 

turned on its erstwhile partners in 
Idlib, vanquishing rivals and invit-
ing possible regime retribution on 
the inhabitants of the north-west-
ern province.

Idlib fell to a coalition of rebel 
militias in 2015. Since then, Turk-
ish-sponsored Ahrar al-Sham has 
shared territory with an array of 
other groups, such as the China-
originated Turkistan Islamic Party, 
the recently defunded Free Syr-
ian Army and the dominant militia 
within the region, the shifting itera-
tions of Jabhat al-Nusra.

From publicly severing relations 
with patrons, al-Qaeda, and renam-
ing itself Jabhat Fateh al-Sham in 
2016, to assuming a lead role in the 
jihadist coalition Hay’at Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS) in January, the group 
has proven a defining presence 
within Idlib. Though the group has 
tried to distance itself from its for-
mer sponsors, fealty to past masters 
is widely thought to remain.

Following a week of heavy fight-
ing between HTS and Ahrar al-Sh-
am, which, UK-based Syrian Ob-
servatory of Human Rights said, 
claimed more than 90 lives, includ-
ing 15 civilians, Idlib and the prov-
ince surrounding it fell to HTS on 
July 21, essentially giving the group 
a stronghold upon Turkey’s south-
ern border.

In Idlib, directly on the retreating 
heels of Ahrar al-Sham, the Syrian 
Network for Human Rights reported 
a car bomb killing 11 HTS members 
and two civilians.

The non-combatant casualties are 
reminders of the risks to 1.5 million 
civilians, plus the tens of thousands 
of displaced individuals and fami-
lies from Aleppo and elsewhere in 
war-torn Syria living at Idlib’s Taiba 
refugee camp and other informal 
camps along the Turkish Syria bor-
der.

HTS’s victory in Idlib not only 
swelled its ranks, it also secured 
control of the province’s two lucra-
tive border crossings. A senior Ahrar 
al-Sham official, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity to the Washing-
ton Post, said one of the crossings 
previously brought the jihadist 
group more than $1 million in rev-
enues a month. The group will have 
to share the revenues with HTS af-
ter forfeiting its monopoly to a “ci-
vilian administration.”

With HTS dominance of Idlib as-
sured, the province will present a 
tempting target for the Assad re-
gime. However, its ability to strike 
to the heart of HTS is limited.

“It’s really a question of man-
power,” Nicholas Heras, a fellow 
at the Centre for a New American 
Security, said in a telephone inter-
view. “They can bomb it, they can 
reduce it to the desert but they can’t  

occupy it and hold it.”
Moreover, with control of the 

border crossings wrested from its 
former allies and current rivals, the 
Turkish government must deal with 
the jihadist confederation as an es-
tablished fact within the province, 
Heras said.

While Turkish recognition may 
be a goal for the HTS leadership, it 
was overt Turkish influence within 
Ahrar al-Sham that likely prompted 
recent hostilities.

“You’ve got to remember, Hay’at 

Tahrir al-Sham [militants] are fight-
ing for what they see as the goals of 
the revolution,” Heras said. “They 
want to make Syria a better state 
and, for them, that’s a sharia state. 
Ahrar al-Sham aren’t fighting to that 
end. They’re fighting for whatever 
Turkey’s ends are.”

With the US-led coalition fo-
cused on routing the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from its enclaves and the re-
gime and its allies unable to con-
trol the province for the foresee-
able future, HTS’s new stronghold  

appears to be a fact.
“Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham’s ultimate 

goal is to co-opt as many of the ex-
treme elements of Syria’s armed 
groups as possible and subordinate 
them to their control,” Heras said. 
“This is about creating a social po-
litical dynamic within Idlib that’s 
self-sustaining and is going to fuel 
the global jihad.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
section editor with The Arab 
Weekly.
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Lucrative business. Members of the jihadist coalition Jaysh al-Fateh, also known as the Army of 
Conquest, man a checkpoint in Idlib city, on July 18.                                                                                           (AP)
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Trump ending support to Syrian opposition may be short-sighted

U S officials told the 
Washington Post 
that US President 
Donald Trump has 
decided to end the 
CIA’s programme 

aiding Syrian nationalist-oriented 
rebels in their struggle against the 
regime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

Undoubtedly, the Free Syrian 
Army groups supported by the CIA 
were alarmed that the US leader-
ship may no longer be interested in 
the fight against the Assad dicta-
torship. Yet, what is likely of more 
concern for these groups, which of-
ten fight on multiple fronts against 
different actors (Assad, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda-linked 
forces) — is where they will have to 
go next for support.

The CIA covert programme 
started in 2013 under US President 
Barack Obama’s administration to 
provide training and assistance to 
what the US government labelled 
moderate Syrian opposition fac-
tions. The aim of the programme 
is to undermine Assad’s military 
capabilities to a level that forces 
him to the negotiating table.

The programme failed to achieve 
its goal, thanks to the Russian and 
Iranian military support that has 
kept the Assad regime in place. The 
CIA programme has also been seen 
as ineffective for many reasons, 
including the lack of efficient, ad-
vanced weapons and the conflict-
ing agendas of regional powers.

Still, it kept the nationalist-
oriented, non-extremist rebels 
alive in many parts of Syria. With 
this programme ending, the Syrian 
mainstream opposition is left in 
limbo with very few options.

Once Russia entered the Syrian 
war with military force in 2015, 
the question of reaching a settle-
ment to the war that guarantees a 
transition of power started to fade, 
as did the prospects of the CIA pro-
gramme. While Moscow provided 
substantial military support to the 
Assad regime, the opposition was 
at a point where it could no longer 
militarily challenge Damascus nor 
be able to drive the regime towards 
meaningful negotiations.

The CIA-run programme, there-
fore, was a test as to whether the 
United States — under the Obama 
administration at that time — 
would enlarge it to maintain Ameri-
can leverage and sustain the op-
position’s resistance. Obama chose 
to not escalate the programme, 
fearing a confrontation with Russia 
and Iran.

Aside from whether a Russian-
American agreement led to the 
end of the CIA programme, signs 
of what the future entails for CIA-
supported Free Syrian Army groups 

suggest a dramatic change to the 
dynamics of the war in Syria.

In the north, the rebels are 
already overwhelmed, with jihadist 
and extremist groups dominat-
ing the scene. With these groups 
no longer receiving funding, their 
options no longer relate to their 
nationalist cause. The fighters of 
these groups would need to decide 
whether to face persecution by 
extremists or join a jihadist or 
Islamist group.

Turkey may offer support to 
these groups but that would re-
quire them to be part of the overall 
Turkish agenda in the north, which 
may not serve their national inter-
ests. Various metrics point to rebel-
held northern Syria being much 
easier to conquer for Assad and his 
allies than ever before. The future 
of Syria’s rebel-held north will be 
largely dependent on what the Rus-
sians and the Turks agree upon.

As for the south, where Free 
Syrian groups are in much stronger 
positions, the future remains 

vague. Russia recently reached an 
agreement with the United States 
and Jordan on establishing a de-
escalation zone where the fight 
between the Assad regime and the 
opposition would freeze. Jordan 
will push the southern front forces 
to only counter ISIS.

It is uncertain whether another 
funding channel will emerge from 
the United States, Jordan or any 
other ally so that the rebels can 
take the fight to ISIS and tighten 
their positions.

Islamist groups in the south 
could reorganise and bolster their 
influence among dissatisfied, 
abandoned nationalists. Given 
the south’s strategic location near 
regime-held Damascus and its sig-
nificance as the area that initially 
sparked the 2011 revolution, Assad 
forces would likely move to desta-
bilise the southern front, despite 
the de-escalation agreement.

The CIA covert programme has 
long been ineffective but at least it 
sustained Free Syrian Army rebels 
enough to survive throughout 
the years of war. The goal of the 
CIA programme may have needed 
to change from fighting Assad to 
force him to negotiate, to one that 
signifies the importance of nation-
alist rebels and the need to sustain 
their existence.

The Trump administration may 
think that halting the programme 
may make the Russians more 
cooperative but pushing national-
ist groups towards extremism or 
Islamism would in no way serve 
the interests of the United States 
or its regional allies. Continuing 
Obama’s short-sighted doctrine 
of avoiding escalation would only 
cause the United States to lose 
more leverage with Syria and the 
region sliding towards never end-
ing instability.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on 
Twitter:@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Pushing nationalist groups 
towards extremism or Islamism 
would in no way serve the 
interests of the United States or 
its regional allies. 

Where next? Free Syrian Army fighters carry their weapons as they walk on the 
outskirts of the northern Syrian town of al-Bab.                                                       (Reuters)


