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D 

uring the first week of 
August, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
visited the offices of the 
High Negotiations Com-

mittee (HNC) in Riyadh, the largest 
Syrian opposition faction, which 
was created by Saudi Arabia in De-
cember 2015. He asked its members 
to prepare for a broad conference of 
dissidents, scheduled for the first 
week of October, officially coined 
“Riyadh II.”

The aim of the meeting is to ex-
pand the HNC to include members 
from the Russia- and Egypt-backed 
opposition. This is a concession 
that Saudi Arabia had previously 
refused to grant, insisting that the 
only true representatives of the Syr-
ian people were those being sup-
ported by Saudi Arabia.

Many of those opponents don’t 
see things eye-to-eye with Riyadh 
and have expressed willingness to 
reach a power-sharing formula with 
the regime, even if it means the sur-
vival of Syrian President Bashar As-
sad. Accepting to work with them 
is considered a notable concession 
from Russia, which previously 
wrote off the entire Saudi Arabia-
backed team as “terrorists.”

The second objective of the Ri-
yadh conference is to purge the Syr-
ian opposition of any Qatar-backed 
figures, due to the stand-off be-
tween Riyadh and Doha. All those 
who stood by Qatar or stood at arms 
length from the Gulf dispute are ex-
pected to part the scene by October.

During the meeting Jubeir told 
his Syrian allies that the world has 
changed vis-à-vis Assad, especially 
after the rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the official Russian in-
tervention in Syria, quickly adding, 
however, that Saudi Arabia remains 
committed to its official stance that 
Assad has no political future as Syr-
ian president.

It was reported that Riad Hijab, 
chairman of the HNC and a former 
Syrian prime minister who defected 
from Damascus in 2012, would be 

stepping down due to health prob-
lems. Earmarked to succeed him is 
Ahmad Jarba, a former president of 
the Syrian National Coalition who 
is from a prominent tribe that be-
strides Syria, Saudi Arabia and Iraq.

Until that happens, however, 
the HNC command, along with the 
Egypt and Russia-backed groups 
are to meet with UN Special Envoy 
Staffan de Mistura in Geneva on 
August 22, hoping to agree on a uni-
fied agenda ahead of UN-mandated 
talks in Switzerland, due to take 
place in the first week of Septem-
ber. Unifying the opposition has 
been a constant demand of both 
Moscow and the United States since 
2012.

One proposal floating has been 
put forth by Qadri Jamil, a Moscow-
based former Syrian deputy prime 
minister for economic affairs, who 
leads the Popular Front for Change 
and Liberation. A former commu-
nist and ranking economist, he 
quietly left office in October 2013, 
in what was seen as a soft defec-
tion. Since then, he has been based 
in Moscow, with open access to the 

Kremlin and the Russian Foreign 
Ministry and is generally believed 
to be a favourite of Sergei Lavrov, 
who is accepted, with reservations, 
by Damascus.

The proposal calls for the crea-
tion of a five-man presidential 
council to lead the transition pe-
riod, composed of five vice-presi-
dents to Assad — for defence, secu-
rity, foreign affairs, governance and 
judicial affairs. The council would 
be appointed by Assad and include 
two members of the opposition 
and two from the regime, with one 
independent whose voice — theo-
retically — would tip the balance on 
any vote within the council.

The transition period, earlier 
statements by Jamil indicated, 

means taking the country from 
one-party rule to a multiparty sys-
tem, from one constitution to an-
other and from war to peace. He has 
said he doesn’t think that it means a 
transition from the present regime 
into a new government composed 
exclusively from the opposition.

The new body would technically 
rule with Assad, rather than inde-
pendently of him, assuming full 
legislative, executive and judiciary 
powers during the transitional pe-
riod, which would start the minute 
an agreement is reached by all 
sides, within the framework of UN 
Security Council Resolution 2254. 
Each vice-president would appoint 
ten representatives, except for the 
vice-president for Government Af-
fairs, who would get to name 30. In 
total, the 70 officials would lead the 
transition period and form an in-
terim chamber to run state affairs.

The first stage would last six 
months and its legal reference 
would be the present constitution. 
That document keeps vast powers 
in the hands of the head of state, 
allowing him to run for two terms 

from the end of his present one, as 
of 2021. The council’s task would be 
to oversee implementation of the 
ceasefire agreements, the return of 
refugees to their towns and villages 
and uniting efforts of all players in 
the Syrian battlefield against ISIS 
and the group formerly known as 
al-Nusra Front, which was the al-
Qaeda branch in Syria.

The second phase would last 17 
months, during which the assem-
bly would oversee parliamentary 
and presidential elections, based 
on whatever constitution is agreed 
upon in transition period. The doc-
uments make no mention of Assad 
and say nothing regarding whether 
he would be allowed to run for 
a new term when the transition 
period ends, explaining why the 
HNC and Saudi Arabia are highly 
reserved about the Jamil proposal, 
which is expected to be officially 
debated at the Geneva talks in Sep-
tember.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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What is behind the Syrian regime’s push south-west of Raqqa?

F 

or the last four 
months, forces 
loyal to the regime 
of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad have 
been advancing in 
the region south-

west of Raqqa governorate, where 
the United States is supporting 
Syrian Kurdish forces to capture 
the governorate’s capital city 
from the Islamic State (ISIS).

In those advances, regime 
forces are noticeably backed by 
Iranian-funded militias on the 
ground and by Russian jets in 
the air. In June and July, regime 
forces captured from ISIS the 
historic city of Resafa and oil and 
gas fields in the area. The regime 
also regained control over south-
western parts of the strategic 
Ithriya-Raqqa Highway, which 
connects central Syria with 
northern Raqqa, that the regime 
lost control of in June 2016 to 
ISIS.

Regime troops started the 
operation in the southern Raqqa 
region from two sides: Kuweires 
Military Airbase in Aleppo 
governorate from the west and 
Homs governorate from the south. 
An unidentified regime military 
officer told Russia’s Sputnik news 
agency that its forces were 10km 
from the Euphrates River and 
30km from Raqqa city.

By moving this way and by 
increasing presence and control of 
terrain in the area, the regime is 

seemingly looking at achieving 
two long-term objectives: 

Opening a corridor towards the 

east and Deir ez-Zor governorate, 
where almost every player in 
the Syrian war is anticipating 
an epic battle; and staking out a 
possibility of gaining governance 
or services administration role in 
post-ISIS Raqqa.

The Assad regime’s incursion 
in south-western and southern 
Raqqa allows it to establish a 
consolidated control crescent 
in central Syria, on the 
administrative boundaries 
between Homs, Hama, Aleppo and 
Raqqa. The regime is expected to 
expand its geographical control to 
include Deir ez-Zor.

The Assad regime intends to 
gain access to more oil and gas 
fields of the governorate and to 
reclaim control of major parts 
of the Syria-Iraq border, which 
would secure its ally Tehran a 
strategic land route towards the 
Mediterranean. It would provide 
Damascus and its allies favourable 
leverage in political outcomes in a 
future settlement to the Syria war.

The importance of Deir ez-Zor 
has been evidenced by the will 
of Iranian-backed militias to risk 
confrontation with the United 
States in multiple front lines in 
eastern Syria and by Tehran’s 
recent unprecedented firing of 
seven cruise missiles into Deir 
ez-Zor in June.

As for Raqqa, the Assad 
regime likely seeks to reassert 
authority in areas controlled 
by Syrian Kurdish forces in 
northern Syria. Both Iran and 
Russia, Assad’s patrons, have 
an interest in enlarging their 

influence near Raqqa, aiming at 
taking advantage of the territorial 
disintegration of ISIS.

Since the regime started its 
deployment towards south-
western Raqqa, clashes erupted 
between the US-backed, Kurdish-
led Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) and Assad forces. A US 
warplane shot down a Syrian 
Army SU-22 jet in the southern 
Raqqa countryside in June after 
the latter bombed areas near 
US-backed forces. This led to an 
escalation between the United 
States and Russia and Moscow 
decided it would treat any US-
led coalition plane or drone 
flying west of the Euphrates as a 
“target.”

The Assad regime’s goal, 
however, is to regain full control 
of Syrian territory. While this 
is unlikely at any point soon, 
the regime wants to project 
power in areas ISIS is losing. 
As the United States has yet to 
articulate a comprehensive plan 
for governance in Raqqa post-ISIS, 
the Assad regime seems to desire 
a role in administering the city, 
given that Kurdish forces would 
not be able to govern the city on 
their own and that the regime and 
the Kurds have, to some extent, 
an experience of precarious 
coexistence in Hasakah and 
Qamishli.

The relationship between 
the regime and the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), which rules Kurdish-
held northern Syria, is clear 
pragmatism. The Assad regime, 

as it moves near Raqqa, may 
offer concessions to the PYD 
in exchange to expand its 
administration to Raqqa. It is 
worth noting that the PYD has 
no stated interest in controlling 
Raqqa, given that the city is out of 
the Kurds’ historic territory and 
an Arab majority is inhabiting the 
area.

While the United States may not 
be in favour of Assad — and thus 
Iran and Russia — taking control 
in Raqqa, it could be interested 
in some minor role for the regime 
in governing the city, one that 
would likely focus on state 
institutions providing services 
such as electricity, water and 
telecommunications.

The Assad regime, shortly 
after the capture of Resafa, 
accompanied the military 
operation in the area with a 
“humanitarian operation” in 
which it established state services 
to support people fleeing Raqqa 
city. The regime’s governor of 
Raqqa, Abd Khalid al-Hamoud, 
moved to Resafa to lead that 
operation.

The Assad administration is 
capitalising on ISIS’s losses near 
Raqqa with objectives that would 
serve its international backers. 
The vagueness and uncertainty 
that illustrate US policy in Syria 
seem an encouragement to the 
Assad regime, Russia and Iran to 
pursue their agendas. It remains 
to be seen whether the United 
States would seek options to halt 
the regime’s advances towards 
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor.
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