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Syrian coalition forces hunt fleeing jihadists
Simon Speakman Cordall
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A

s larger areas of Syria’s
war-wracked
terrain
fall into the hands of its
belligerents, so too do
many of the displaced
populace and jihadist fighters, either captured or hiding in plain
sight among refugees.
From this morass, individuals
must be assessed and either placed
in refugee camps or jailed.
From a peak in January 2015 to
June of this year, the Islamic State
(ISIS) has lost an estimated 54,600
sq.km — approximately 60% — of
its territory. How many fighters
have been killed, captured or deserted is unknown.
Even identifying the number
of ISIS fighters in the Syrian theatre is difficult. Given the nature
of the country’s war, fighters can
be conscripted by one militia and
transferred to another. Potential
jihadists can join one group before
retreating to their homes and reemerging elsewhere.
“ISIS has waged total war. [It
has] harnessed entire communities for the express purposes of
waging jihad,” Nicholas Heras,
Middle East security fellow at the
Centre for a New American Security, said in a telephone interview.
“What we’re seeing in Syria is an
insurgency grounded within societies and, if you are going to get rid
of all of that, you have to start with
genocide.”
“In terms of Raqqa and Deir ezZor, we’re talking about families,”
Heras said. “What is the culpability of a wife who knew her husband
to be keeping captured slaves or a
10-year-old child who’s been entirely indoctrinated?”
Even among known fighters,
their role in any conflict is often
vigorously denied.
Syria analyst Hassan Hassan on
October 2 posted on Twitter that:
“If we go by the description of
those the US kills, all ISIS members
are emirs. If we go by what ISIS defectors say, all ISIS members are
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All cooks? Prisoners watch television as one of them reads a newspaper inside Derick central prison
in the east of Kurdish city of Qamishli in Hasakah governorate in Syria.
(Reuters)
cooks.”
The task of sifting ISIS fighters
from among Raqqa’s human exodus has fallen to the US-sponsored
and Kurdish-dominated Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) as well as
the provisional Raqqa City Council.
There are two camps north of
Raqqa, each focused on providing care for the city’s internally
displaced and screening many of
the approximately 324,000 people
who have fled Raqqa.
Idris Mohammed, a spokesman
for the SDF-affiliated Raqqa Internal Security Forces, told the Syria

Deeply website: “When refugees
come to us from Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor
or any other areas, they first register their name on paper through
the office of entry into the camp.
The paper is then sent to the internal security forces to investigate.
“We can say that those who
worked with ISIS for money will be
released,” he said. Likewise, many
of those thought not to be involved
in the heaviest of the fighting are
handed into the custody of local
tribes, who act as guarantors of the
detainee’s behaviour.
However, “those who took up
arms and stained their hands with

the blood of the Syrian people will
not be released,” Mohammed told
the website.
Of particular interest to the SDF,
the Americans, the regime and its
allies are the foreign fighters who
fought jihad in Syria. A Soufan
Group report stated there were an
estimated 15,000 foreign fighters
in Syria in 2015, about 6,000 of
whom were said to be Tunisian.
That figure has been disputed,
with estimates putting the number
in the 6,000-20,000 range.
Unlike most of their relatively
inexperienced Syrian comrades,
ISIS’s foreign fighters are bet-

ter trained, more committed and
generally less likely to surrender.
Many of Syria’s travelling jihadists
are thought to be involved in the
fight with regime forces and its allies for Deir ez-Zor governorate or
have pulled back to positions at
Abu Kamal. Others may have left
Syria.
“They’re really tied into the
criminal networks in Turkey,”
Heras said, “These are the channels that first brought them to
Syria and could just as easily take
them out. Essentially, we’re looking at an entire generation of jihadists that we won’t always be able to
identify or know how to fix. We’re
going to be dealing with that for
decades to come.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The
Arab Weekly.
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ilateral relations were
discussed and billiondollar deals signed at
the Kremlin during
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s historic visit to Moscow. The elephant
in the room, however, was Syria —
the one topic that he and Russian
President Vladimir Putin were
dying to address, although their
visions for the war-torn country
were light-years apart.
King Salman landed in Moscow
October 4, marking the first visit
by a Saudi monarch to Russia since
the start of bilateral relations in
1926. The Saudi daily al-Hayat reported that large portraits of King
Salman filled the streets leading up
the Kremlin, reflecting high homage to the visiting Gulf monarch.
Explaining the historic visit, former Saudi intelligence chief Turki
bin Faisal Al Saud told Russian
news agencies: “I think that there
is much that can be negotiated
with Mr Putin. We have shared
interests in the Middle East. We
see Russia’s growing influence in
the Syrian situation. Saudi Arabia
is equally interested in bringing
peace and stability to the Syrian
people and so, on that level, Russia and Saudi Arabia have a lot in
common.”
He added: “The killing must stop
(in Syria). Saudi Arabia has never
said that Assad should remain the
Syrian president. What we say is
that it should be up to the Syrian
people to decide and that we need
a mechanism to help them do this.”

That was a soft U-turn, coming
from a country that has insisted
on Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
departure as a precondition for any
political deal since the outbreak of
the Syrian conflict in 2011.
The royal visit bore the fingerprints of pragmatic Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, who didn’t accompany
his father to Moscow but stayed in
Riyadh to run state affairs in the
king’s absence.
Prince Mohammed realises that
there is very little his country can
expect from the Trump administration, which has seemingly surrendered, rather completely, to
Russia’s version of the Syrian endgame and is no longer interested in
regime change in Damascus. With
no US backing, he, too, realises that
banking on Assad’s removal will
lead to nowhere, in light of Russia’s
commitment to the Syrian president.
Since being sworn-in last January, US President Donald Trump
has focused on three objectives in
Syria, none of which include Assad’s departure. One is counterterrorism and the eradication of the
Islamic State (ISIS) and second is
clipping Iran’s wings and ejecting
Hezbollah from Syria, two topics in
which Saudi-US relations overlap.
They disagree over the future
of Syrian Kurds, however: Trump
wants to empower and reward
them as vital allies in the war on
terror.
Prince Mohammed hopes to
build on commonalities with the

United States while simultaneously bridging an entire century
of differences with Moscow to get
a piece of the Syrian cake that Putin has been delicately slicing since
his army rumbled into Syria in September 2015.
If he doesn’t do that, King Salman fears that Iran, Turkey and
perhaps even Qatar will take everything that remains in Syria, leaving the Saudis with little to nothing. To do that, King Salman needs
to do things differently in Syria.
That shouldn’t be too hard, as
the Saudis have formulated a different approach towards dealing
with Iraq, another regional, wartorn country under control of the
mullahs of Tehran.
For ten years, Saudi Arabia
tried to fight Iran in Iraq with little luck. It bankrolled Sunni militias, trashed the Iran-backed
governments of Ibrahim al-Jaafari
and Nuri al-Maliki and tried to
isolate Iraq from its Arab environment, punishing the state for its
alliance with Iran. None of that
worked, and now Saudi Arabia
is courting Iran-backed Shia figures such as Ammar al-Hakim and
Muqtada al-Sadr, striking beyond
enemy lines in the complex web
of Baghdad politics, hoping to
lure Iranian proxies into the Saudi
orbit, ahead of the upcoming parliamentary elections next April.
In Syria, Saudi Arabia has already
hinted, via Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir, that it, too, has surrendered to the fact that Assad is going
nowhere, stressing nevertheless

that it is not satisfied with such an
endgame.
It might be too difficult for Saudi
Arabia to say that bluntly but Putin
is willing to accept Saudi’s future
silence as an adequate confidencebuilding measure. In exchange for
ending its anti-regime tirade and
for quietly halting the funding of
the armed opposition, Putin is willing to help clip the wings of Hezbollah in Syria, slowly squeezing
its warriors out of the Syrian-Jordanian border area and minimising
Iran’s influence on the rest of Syria.
Already in Idlib in north-western
Syria, Putin made sure that Iran’s
military presence was balanced by
Russian and Turkish troops. King
Salman wants to guarantee that
Syria will not end up squarely in
the hands of Iran and this is something on which he and Putin are in
full agreement.
For his part, Putin wants to see
a unified Syrian opposition delegation — one that is injected
with Moscow-backed figures and
not monopolised by Saudi proxies — at the talks in Geneva in late
November. He is also willing to assure King Salman that Qatar will
get no share of the Syrian endgame
as well and that all Doha-backed
figures are fully eradicated, both
politically and military, from the
Syrian battlefield.
Finally, Putin is offering to help
broker a ceasefire in Yemen — to
the liking of Riyadh, rather than
the Houthis and Iran — something
that is far more vital for Saudi Arabia than seeing an end to Assad.

