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T 

he mainstream Syrian 
opposition is calling for 
the establishment of a 
unified military force 
to include all Free Syr-
ian Army (FSA) groups. 

The goal is for the rebels to form a 
national army capable of bringing 
the downfall of the Syrian regime 
of President Bashar Assad.

The initial call for unity among 
rebels was proposed by the 
Istanbul-based Syrian Islamic 
Council, Muslim clerics acting as 
the opposition’s Sunni religious 
authority. Shortly after, the Syrian 
opposition’s interim government 
in exile backed the initiative.

After meetings with various re-
bel groups, the head of the interim 
government, Jawad Abu Hatab, 
was picked to be acting defence 
minister responsible for forging 
agreements among the fractured 
parties. Several of them, including 
the powerful Islamist group Ahrar 
al-Sham and most of the Ankara-
backed FSA groups in northern 
Syria, backed the idea of the unifi-
cation. Negotiations among rebels 
have begun, an interim govern-
ment statement said.

Many issues regarding the unity 
proposal remain unaddressed, 
notably the prospects of success 
for such unification given that 
many merger attempts failed due 
to conflicting ideologies among 
rebel groups and their links to 
competing regional and interna-
tional powers.

“We have always been paying 
the price for regional and inter-
national disputes,” said Mustafa 

Sejry, the head of the political 

office of Liwa al-Mu’tasim Brigade, 
an FSA faction in northern Syria 
that has signed a statement in sup-
port of the unification proposal.

“We need to put our people’s 
and country’s interests above 
foreign interests… We need to cut 
the road for Russia’s attempts to 
rehabilitate the Assad regime,” he 
added.

Analysts said the unification 
proposal was pushed on the Syr-
ian opposition by Turkey, which 
backs the initiator bodies and the 
armed groups, including the al-
Mu’tasim Brigade, that supported 
it.

Having Ankara as the backer 
of the unification among FSA 
groups would put the proposal 
at a critical crossroads with 
rebel groups that do not enjoy 
warm relations with Turkey.

Sejry alleged that Anka-
ra has a “prominent” 
role in supporting 
the Syrian revolu-
tion, adding that the 
increasing dominance 
of the al-Qaeda-linked 
faction, Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS), in the northern 
governorate of Idlib bordering 
Turkey is a logical reason for 
Turkey to support the unifica-
tion attempt.

“HTS dominance in the 
north is considered a threat to 
the Turkish national secu-
rity,” he added.

The Syrian armed opposi-
tion is arguably in a weaker 
position than it has ever been. The 
balance of power in Syria is on the 
side of the Assad regime and its 

foreign backers, Russia and Iran.
What the future holds for the 

Syrian opposition does not seem 
promising — even to the point 
that the United Nations is hint-
ing at normalisation of relations 
with the Assad regime, whom UN 
officials proved has used chemical 
weapons against civilian targets.

UN Envoy for Syria Staffan de 
Mistura stated recently that the 
Syrian opposition must accept 

that it has lost the war against the 
Assad regime, suggesting that the 
conflict is reaching an end and 
that it is up to the opposition to 
make concessions to negotiate a 
political settlement.

“The Syrian armed opposition 
feels that it is facing an existen-
tial threat,” said Ibrahim al-Assil, 
a Syrian political analyst and a 
resident fellow at the Middle East 
Institute think-tank in Washing-
ton.

“One of the last options for them 
is to unite under one umbrella to 
improve their deteriorating mili-
tary and political situation,” Assil 
added. However, “that is a very 
rough mission,” he said.

Assil said the differing interests 
of the opposition’s international 
patrons pose a serious challenge to 
any unification effort. “There is no 
consensus among the [opposition] 
backers about the military or the 
political plan or the outcome they 
want to achieve,” he said.

Additionally, “uniting the armed 
groups requires huge financial 
support to be able to pay the sala-
ries and send the support through 
a central leadership,” he added. 
“There are no signs that would 
happen.”

While unity is an essential factor 
for any success the Syrian opposi-
tion may wish to achieve, the situ-
ation and the fractured nature of 
the Syrian armed rebellion could 
hinder efforts towards unifica-
tion. It is likely the standing of the 
opposition groups deteriorate and 
their future will depend almost 
entirely on what international 
powers agree on.
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A 

fter seven years of fight-
ing, the Syrian Observa-
tory of Human Rights 
estimates that about 
half a million people 

have lost their lives to Syria’s car-
nage. According to the UN, there 
are thought to be around 5 million 
refugees outside of Syria and ap-
proximately 6 million individuals 
and families displaced within Syria 
who can now seek shelter in the 
de-escalation zones agreed to at 
Astana.

Days before the sixth round of the 
Astana talks started on September 
14, the Russian Ministry of Defence 
boasted that 85% of Syrian territory 
had been liberated from control of 
the armed opposition, adding that 
Syria would now have to finish off 
the remaining 15%, (approximately 
27,000 sq. kilometres) itself.

On September 12, Russian De-
fence Minister Sergey Shoigu 
showed up in Damascus for talks 
with Syrian President Bashar As-
sad, while two days later, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin sat down 
with Iranian Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad Zarif in Sochi on 
the Black Sea. All talks focused on 
the remaining cities not yet in the 
hands of the Syrian government: 
Mayadin in Deir ez-Zor province, 
Abu Kamal on the Euphrates Riv-
er and principally Idlib in Syria’s 
north-west.

Following two days of talks, the 
three nations issued a joint state-
ment on September 15, announcing 
the establishment of several de-es-
calation zones, which will initially 
stand for six months, though this 
limit is said to be subject to review. 
These zones are understood to now 

include all or part of Eastern Gh-
outa, the provinces of Idlib, Homs, 
Latakia, Aleppo and Hama. As part 
of the deal, Russia, Iran and Turkey 
will post observers on the edge of 
the Idlib region.

Idlib stands to be especially prob-
lematic. Sitting on Turkey’s border 
and held by an assortment of ji-
hadist groups led by Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham, previously known as Jab-
hat al-Nusra, it has been of under-
standable interest to Ankara since 
mid-2015. After losing the initiative 
in Aleppo to the Russians last De-
cember and, more recently, the oil-
rich city of Deir ez-Zor, the Turks 
have been focused on Idlib as the 
last standing urban centre in Syria 
where they could establish a sphere 
of lasting political and military in-
fluence.

Ankara had initially demanded 
incorporating Idlib into the “de-
conflict” zones that were agreed 
upon last May by Moscow, Ankara 
and Tehran. The Turks have offi-
cially asked the Russians to allow 
them to send troops to Idlib to rid 
it of all jihadist groups in exchange 
for letting the Iranians establish 
a wider military presence in the 
countryside of Damascus.

Both Iran and Turkey have been 
competing for a greater presence in 
the four de-conflict zones, against 
the will of both Damascus and the 
armed opposition. At the last round 
of Astana talks, opposition leader 
Mohammad Alloush strongly ob-
jected to the sending of Iranian 
troops to Ghouta in the Damascus 
countryside, instead suggesting a 
contingent of Arab peacekeepers 
with forces from Egypt and Algeria. 
Government negotiators, already 
furious with the near-complete 
annexation of three cities along 
the border — Jarabulus, Azaz and 
al-Bab — since mid-2016, snapped 
back, saying that under no circum-

stances would they tolerate an ad-
ditional Turkish presence in Syria.

To settle the dispute of how to 
man the de-conflict zones, Russia 
sent 600 military police to Aleppo 
in December, topped with 400 in 
Ghouta and up to 1,000 in south-
ern Syria, expected to arrive by end 
of 2017. Left standing is the city of 
Idlib, which has been the destina-
tion of all jihadists evacuated from 
different towns and cities over the 
past 12 months.

Russia had originally wanted to 
create a perfect example of a failed 
state in Idlib, riddled with inter-
rebel fighting and Salafi rule, hop-
ing to shed media attention on the 
experience and then to show the 
world what happens to a city when 
fully in the hands of Syrian rebels.

What might happen now is un-
clear. However, the allies’ thinking 
is supposed to favour allowing Tur-
key to handle Idlib and expanding 
Iran’s role in the vicinity of Damas-
cus. This is what Russian Defence 
Minister Shoigu had on his agenda 
when he visited Syria on Septem-
ber 12. Part of this swap agreement 
links directly with an earlier deal 
reached this summer, which man-
dates the transfer of more than 
20,000 Shias from Kefraya and 
Fouaa in the countryside of Idlib 
to Madaya and Zabadani outside of 
Damascus.

Iran’s ploy was to create a Shia 
belt around the Syrian capital simi-
lar to the one enjoyed by Hezbollah 
in the southern suburb of Beirut. 
The Iranians are now trying to ex-

pand that zone beyond Madaya and 
Zabadani to include the villages of 
Yalda, Babila and Beit Sahem — all 
in the southern outskirts of Damas-
cus west of the Yarmouk Camp.

No decision has been reached 
on the fate of these villages and 
whether to fill them with addition-
al Shia, and talks are still under way 
on whether to give the Turks an ad-
ditional role in Idlib. Much of that 
depends on who takes Mayadin 
and Abu Kamal from ISIS — be it the 
Americans, the Kurds or the Rus-
sia-backed Syrian Army. If denied 
the honours, Moscow will probably 
refuse the expansion of Iran’s role 
and that of Turkey as well. If ac-
commodated with further gains on 
the Euphrates, however, which at 
present seem very likely, the Rus-
sians will not mind signing off on 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s ambitions for the Idlib de-
escalation zone.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Taurus, 2015).

Russia agrees with 
Turkey, Iran on Idlib 
‘de-escalation’ zone

Both Iran and 
Turkey have been 
competing for a 
greater presence in 
the four de-conflict 
zones, against the 
will of both 
Damascus and the 
armed opposition. 

Sami Moubayed

State of disunity. Rebel fighters 
from Ahrar al-Sham move during 
clashes with regime forces in Id
lib.                                               (Reuters) 
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