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Regime victory
at Deir ez-Zor
heralds a new
chapter in
Syria’s conflict
Simon Speakman Cordall
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T

he breakthrough of Syria’s regime forces at the
desert city of Deir ez-Zor
following years of siege,
shelling and the attempted starvation of its inhabitants
marks a dramatic turning point in
the Syrian war.
Though the siege may have ended, the battle is a long way from
won. The Islamic State (ISIS) has
a strong presence throughout the
governorate and within parts of the
city.
Though the Assad regime’s recent pivot eastward proved successful, it has only been able to
make gains after the establishment
of de-escalation zones in the west
freed its forces to do so.
Nearly 100,000 people are said
to be in Deir ez-Zor, cut off from
the rest of the war by ISIS, which
surrounded the city for two years,
leaving the inhabitants and regime
forces within the city reliant on UN
air drops for food and regime air
drops for munitions.
Within Deir ez-Zor, the regime
advance was met with trepidation.
Some questioned whether the recent concentration of the regime’s
finite firepower at Deir ez-Zor risks
leaving Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (formerly known as al-Nusra Front,

al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria) free to
shore up its stronghold in Idlib in
north-western Syria.
Though relieved to have his
hometown and activists within it
freed from ISIS, Jalal Alhamad, executive director of Justice for Life,
one of the NGOs that liaises between the occupied and besieged
citizens of Deir ez-Zor and external
authorities, said he was concerned
about what liberation may mean.
“We would rather it be another
rebel group, preferably a local one,
than the regime,” he said via Skype
from his office on the Syrian border at Gaziantep. “Many people
are afraid that they will be arrested
and killed, often without being (officially) accused.
“Those in areas controlled by
ISIS are especially afraid. They are
scared not just of the Syrian Army
but the militias like Hezbollah and
others who are with them.”
People in Deir ez-Zor have cause
to be scared. Justice for Life’s figures stated that from January 1,
2016, through August 30, 2017, 750
civilians were killed in and around
Deir ez-Zor, most of them by the regime and its Russian allies.
Moreover, with a suspicion of the
regime’s Shia militias and the loyalties of its Sunni population uncertain, Deir ez-Zor will likely prove
costly to take and hold. However,
the significance of its capture goes
beyond mere territory.
In addition to the region’s oil

Breakthrough. Syrian troops standing next to a placard in Arabic that reads, “Welcome to
Deir ez-Zor,” in the eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, on September 3.
output, estimated by the Financial
Times in October 2016 at 34,00040,000 barrels per day (bpd), is
the message breaking the siege at
Deir ez-Zor sends to Syria and the
world.
“It lets people know that (Syrian
President Bashar) Assad is still in
the fight against ISIS and supports
the notion that the US presence in
Syria is really just a cover for an
eventual occupation,” said Nicholas Heras, Middle East security fellow at the Centre for a New American Security.
“The situation is far from over.
Though ISIS has the capability to
maintain a pretty lethal insurgency, [it is] probably still looking for a
last pitched battle.”
Heras said ISIS remains a significant fighting force, capable of
undertaking established battle manoeuvres in the desert and able to
serve as a significant counter to any
further regime advance.
“The regime and Russia can carpet-bomb Deir ez-Zor as much as
they like but as long as ISIS is on
the ground throughout the gover-
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norate, and we’re told that’s where
most of their hardcore foreign
fighters are, all it’s going to achieve
is moving their fighters to another
territory, or strengthen their resolve to remain and fight the regime,” he said.
With the regime’s ability to exert control across Syria limited by
its access to manpower, checking ISIS at Deir ez-Zor might leave
the group’s rival, Jabhat Fateh alSham, free to expand its territory
around Idlib.
“You’ve got to remember,” Heras
said, “Idlib is full of foreign fighters
who went there to fight and to die.
They have no interest in anything
beyond that.”
Few would dispute the significance of breaking ISIS’s siege at
Deir ez-Zor or what it must mean
for the city’s defenders and inhabitants. However, though the battle
may be largely won, the war still
has a long way to go.
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon Section Editor for The
Arab Weekly.

The human cost of the battle for Raqqa unclear
John Mellor
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A

s Syrian regime forces
appear to have broken
the two-year-long siege
at Deir ez-Zor, the USled coalition’s fight to
reclaim the Islamic State’s self-declared capital at Raqqa, north along
the country’s Euphrates River,
grinds on.
Figures from the UN Commission
for Human Rights indicate that,
during August, 151 civilians were
killed in coalition strikes, which the
international body suggested may
be in contravention of international
law. For the Islamic State (ISIS), like
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its numbers within the city, fatalities are unknown, though its propaganda machine claims to have killed
more than 1,000 Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) fighters since hostilities began June 6.
Bloody though it may be, progress
appears to be being made. The Syrian Observatory of Human Rights, a
monitoring group, said ISIS’s control of the city, as of September 2,
had fallen to around 37.5% of overall territory. SDF fighters claim to
have seized control of Raqqa’s old
city and, in a morale-boosting coup,
took the city’s Great Mosque on
September 2.
Outside the city, some semblance
of economic life has returned. Markets are open and essential supplies
can be bought and sold, though
electricity remains unavailable
since the destruction of the Tabqa
Dam by ISIS earlier this year.
Rubble is commonplace throughout the governorate, with dead bodies festering in 45-degree heat.
Nadim Houry, director of the
Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism
Programme with Human Rights
Watch (HRW), told of a man who
daily walked past rocks covering his
12-year-old daughter’s body.
“He tried digging her out with
his hands. He got his friends to
help but without heavy machinery
he couldn’t do anything,” Houry,
who visited Raqqa in June, said by
phone.
After seven years of fighting between rebels, the Assad regime, ISIS
and the US-backed coalition, the
population has emerged from the
jihadists’ authority exhausted and
bewildered as to what the future
might hold.
Though the coalition claimed to
have clear plans for restoring lib-

In the midst of destruction. A Syrian boy stands near
rubble in the village of Bir Saeed on the outskirts of Raqqa.
erated territories to local governance, little information appeared to
have made its way to those on the
ground.
“They’re obviously relieved to be
free from ISIS but they have no idea
what the future might hold. No one
in the coalition has told them what
is happening.” Houry said, “There
are people there from all over.
They’re from Deir ez-Zor. They’re
from south of the Euphrates, Tabqa,
everywhere and there isn’t really
the infrastructure for them. Hospitals aren’t functioning and heavy
machinery is scarce.”
Demining operations remain
patchy and unexploded ordnance
and bombs litter large parts of the
governorate, posing a threat to the
local populace and rendering land
and homes unusable.
“The people we talked with, many
of them lost their houses or family

(AFP)

members because of the continuous bombardments inside the city,”
Ingy Sedky, spokeswoman for the
International Committee of the Red
Cross, told Reuters. “Many schools,
hospitals and health centres were
destroyed. They say nothing is
functioning inside Raqqa city.”
UN estimates said that 10,00020,000 people were trapped within
the city, caught between snipers,
car bombs and booby traps of ISIS
and air strikes of the US-led international coalition.
“A month ago, I had a loaf of
bread and a bowl of za’atar (thyme),
a cucumber and some halva,” a Syrian journalist, writing under the
name of “Tim Ramadan,” said in
the British newspaper the Guardian. “I couldn’t go out to buy more
because no shops are selling food in
my neighbourhood. Walking a long
way was too dangerous because of

the air strikes.”
Rights groups said a loosening
of the US-led coalition’s targeting
parameters resulted in increased
civilian casualties, provoking the
United Nations’ recent ire. With
greater decision-making given
commanders on the ground, an
entire civilian block occupied by a
small number of ISIS fighters could
be considered a legitimate coalition
target.
The loosened parameters are taking a heavy toll. In one incident, on
September 4, coalition planes killed
13 civilians, including a pharmacist,
his wife, brother and two children,
the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights reported. “The tolls are high
because the air strikes are hitting
neighbourhoods in the city centre
that are densely packed with civilians.” observatory Director Rami
Abdul Rahman told Agence FrancePresse.
The number of ISIS fighters within Raqqa remains in dispute. A US
military spokesman said approximately 2,500 fighters were in the
city, relying on amphetamines to
fuel a desperate rear-guard action.
Other observers, such as the media
organisation Sound and Pictures,
which claims to have operatives
within the city, put the number at
“less than 500.”
In either scenario, coalition fighters are not encountering ISIS in the
numbers many had anticipated.
“They’re encountering fighters in
the hundreds, not the thousands,”
Houry said. “We don’t know where
they are. They could be massing at
Deir ez-Zor (in preparation for a later attack) or elsewhere in the country. We just don’t know.”
John Mellor is a writer in Tunis.

