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The Syrian conflict, which has become one of the bloodiest and most pro-
tracted in the Middle East, remains in the epicentre of the region’s instabi-
lity. The overall military, political and economic situation in the region

depends first and foremost on its resolution. In the eight years of the civil war, the
Syrian Arab Republic (SAR) has lost about more than a third of its pre-war popu-
lation, with hundreds of thousands of casualties, seriously wounded, displaced
people and forced refugees.(1) New waves of migrants and refugees to Europe
(according to the UN, their number reached 886,000 by the end of
October 2016)(2) and an upsurge of terrorist Islamist activity throughout the world
can be viewed as collateral consequences of this conflict. 

No matter what official declarations from a number of capitals have been
stating about the defeat of terrorist groups in Syria, in reality, sufficient precondi-
tions for overcoming the Syrian crisis have not emerged yet. Certainly, the military
defeat of the largest group of Jihadists, the Islamic State (the terrorist group IS,
banned in the Russian Federation) and the liberation of the Islamic caliphate’s
capital Raqqa were important achievements in the global fight against international
terrorism, but this did not lead to the end of the civil war in the country and a
consequent transition to a reconstruction stage.

Syria’s governmental forces have not been able to establish control over a
number of important regions in Syria. Some of the northwestern provinces (Idlib,
Aleppo) have remained under control of the armed opposition, remnants of
Islamist groups and Turkish forces. The northeastern provinces of Syria, including
the east bank of the Euphrates River (Al-Hasakah, Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor), are
controlled by Kurdish militia and their allies – Syria’s Arab militants. Syrian Kurds

(1) With a pre-war population of Syria of approximately 22,5 million people, around 8 million are now refugees outside
Syria, over 7 million live in the territories of the north-west and north-east of the country not controlled by Assad and
from 12 to 13 million people require humanitarian assistance. The number of victims of the conflict is estimated at about
470,000 (according to another estimate, 570,000). See: “UN: the conflict in Syria entered one of the bloodiest stages”,
TASS, February 11, 2018, (https://tass.ru/) “More than 570 thousand people were killed on the Syrian territory within
8 years of revolution demanding freedom, democracy, justice, and equality”, SOHR, (http://www.syriahr.com/).
(2) SMITH Dan, “The Middle East and North Africa: 2016 in perspective”, SIPRI Yearbook 2017, Oxford University
Press, p.77.
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did not take part in the internal Syrian civil war and fought solely with the Islamic
State forces. Organisation-wise, Kurdish units are part of the so-called Democratic
Alliance, which is supported by the US army aviation and special forces. In the
Kurdish enclave, one also finds military instructors and specialists from France,
Great Britain and a number of other Western states. Quite large armed groups of
the anti-Assad Syrian opposition – Jaysh Magavir al-Thawra and Jaish Usud 
al-Sharqiya – retain their positions in the south of the country, near the American
military base Al-Tanf.(3)

Jordan, Saudi Arabia and other Arab Gulf countries, along with Turkey,
continue to support the Syrian armed opposition and the radical Sunni Islamist
groups. Bashar al-Assad’s government relies on comprehensive assistance from the
Islamic Republic of Iran. Tehran not only provides financial and material help to
Damascus, but also supplies weapons and ammunition. 

To aid the Syrian army, the Iranian leadership mobilised some 80,000
Shiite militants (Quds Force units of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
– IRGC –, Lebanese Hezbollah, Iraqi Hashd al-Shaabi brigades and groups of
Afghani, Pakistani, Yemeni and Palestinian mercenaries). Upon Tehran’s request,
the Iraqi government allows to transport military cargos from Iran to Syria through
the country’s territory and does not object to participation of Iraqi Shiite militia in
fighting against the Syrian opposition on Assad’s side.

The role of Russia in the Syrian conflict focuses down mainly on fighting
against major terrorist groups, mediation in reaching cease-fire agreements bet-
ween Damascus and the opposition and creation of de-escalation zones and condi-
tions for the negotiation process in the framework of the so-called Astana format
(according to approaches developed at the Astana summits in 2017–2018) as well
as to clearing the cities and villages from mines and resolving other humanitarian
issues. In February 2016, the Centre for Reconciliation of the Warring Parties and
control of the movement of refugees was established at the Russian Aero-Space
Forces base in Khmeimim (Syria).

On the whole, the efforts of Russia, the United Nations and other media-
tors in the Geneva, Astana and Sochi talks on the elaboration of the road map for
peace in Syria have so far failed to bring about significant results. The conflicting
parties, as before, have still continued to avoid direct contacts and have not gone
beyond transmitting their proposals through intermediaries. For a long time, one
could not reach an agreement on the lists of members of the future Constitutional
Committee which is to discuss the draft of the new country’s constitution 
or amendments to the current constitution and to start preparing the general par-
liamentary or presidential elections on this basis. Opposing approaches to the 

(3) ROMANOVA Valentina, “Syria is still under threat: how to defeat IS, when Americans are in Al-Tanf”, NewInform.ru,
August 9, 2018 (https://newinform.com/).

https://newinform.com/130971-siriya-eshe-pod-ugrozoi-kak-pobedit-ig-kogda-amerikancy-nakhodyatsya-v-at-tanfe
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resolution of the Syrian conflict taken by Turkey and Iran as mediators in the
Astana peace talks also negatively affected Russia’s attempts to help find consensus
between Assad and the opposition.

On the withdrawal of the US troops from Syria

In December 2018, US President Donald Trump announced his decision
to withdraw the American military contingent from the Syrian Arab Republic.
This statement caused a lot of controversial comments in the United States and
other interested countries, while many influential political figures in Washington
opposed this decision outright. Israeli leaders voiced concerns about the imminent
strengthening of the Iranian positions in Syria.

In Russia, this decision was viewed with some scepticism, but overall posi-
tively, as the US military had been in the SAR since October 2015 without the
consent of the official authorities and fought not only with the IS, but also sup-
ported the armed opposition groups during their defensive and offensive opera-
tions against the IS fighters. Washington also provided combat and logistic support
to the Kurdish militia – which, as already mentioned above, remained neutral in
the civil war. 

The US Air Force missile and air strikes on the IS capital Raqqa resulted in
mass casualties and the destruction of infrastructure, life support systems and
many private homes. Today, this city lies in ruins, and the governments of Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates plan to allocate more than 100 million dol-
lars for the reconstruction of Raqqa and adjacent areas.(4)

As of late 2018, about 2000 US troops were deployed at 22 temporary dis-
location points of US aviation and special forces of the US Armed Forces in
Syria.(5) Most of these forces were stationed in the northeast of the country in
Aleppo, Al-Hasakah, Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor provinces. The southern Homs pro-
vince hosts one American base (Al-Tanf ), which controls the roads from Syria to
Iraq and Jordan. According to some data, in the beginning of 2019, the number
of US troops in Syria, despite the announced departure, even slightly increased (up
to 3000 people). The Pentagon explained this by the need to prepare military bases
for evacuation and to ensure the safety of personnel during their possible movements.

Apparently in an effort to reassure its Syrian allies and the opponents of 
the withdrawal of American troops back at home, as well as in NATO countries
and Israel, Washington made new statements that even under favourable condi-
tions, this process would require reportedly a period of between 60 and 90 days.

T
R

IB
U

N
E

(4) “Saudi Arabia invests $ 100 million in northern Syria”, Riataza.com, August 17, 2018 (http://riataza.com/).
(5) CHEVTAEVA Irina, “The United States announced the withdrawal of the US Army from Syria”, Vedomosti,
December 19, 2018 (https://www.vedomosti.ru/).

https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2018/12/19/789772-tramp
http://riataza.com/2018/08/17/saudovskaya-araviya-investiruet-100-mln-v-severnyie-rayonyi-sirii
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Later, the Pentagon clarified that the timeframe for this operation had not been
established, and that in any case, about 400 US troops would remain in Syria as
observers or peacekeepers.(6)

Therefore, as of mid-2019, no drastic changes in the situation in the north-
east and south of Syria are to be expected. The United States intends to continue
training the 40,000-strong militia of the so-called Democratic Alliance, which
drove IS militants out of northeastern territories of Syria. As the main condition
for the total withdrawal of US troops from Syria, Washington has indicated the
security guarantees for the Kurdish militia and armed opposition units in the areas
now controlled by the American military. To this end, negotiations and consulta-
tions between the American and Turkish representatives have continued, while
President Donald Trump has warned Turkish President Recep Erdogan against
“unilateral aggressive actions” in northeastern Syria. Washington is also discussing
with Ankara the possibility of creating a 20-mile buffer zone along the entire
Turkish-Syrian border and continuing joint Turkish-American patrolling in the
area of   the Manbij city separating the Turkish troops and Kurdish militia.

Meanwhile, the US administration suggested to its partner states in the
Anti-Terrorist Coalition in the region (Australia, Great Britain, France and
Germany) that they should increase the number of their troops in northeastern
Syria. Until mid-2019, military instructors and specialists from these countries
participated in training Kurdish militias in Syria and Iraq, but their total number
was just a little over 1000. In July 2019, however, Great Britain and France agreed
to increase their military presence in Syria in the same proportion as the United
States withdraws its forces. Washington has also proposed to its allies the idea 
of getting Kurdish Peshmerga or armed Syrian opposition (trained by American
instructors in Iraqi Kurdistan and recruited from among Syrian refugees) to deploy
along the Syrian-Turkish border.

Pentagon emphasises, in so doing, that the withdrawal of the US forces
from Syria would be to the adjacent areas of the neighbouring Iraq. Aviation, spe-
cial forces and US naval and air force units in the Mediterranean and the Persian
Gulf would be in constant combat readiness and, if necessary, would be able to
support their allies in Syria by missile and air strikes.

Thus, the US military-political strategy in the region does not imply
ceding to Assad, Erdogan or the Iranian authorities control over the territory taken
from the IS militants by the Democratic Alliance forces with the US support.

(6) KARTASHOV Ivan, “400 US soldiers and up to 1.5 thousand troops from Europe will remain in Syria”, Rossiyskaya
gazeta, February 22, 2019 (https://rg.ru/). According to a source in the US administration, the United States are 
about to leave 200 troops in the area of their Al-Tanf base, as well as a peacekeeping contingent of 200 people, in the
northeastern part of Syria.

https://rg.ru/2019/02/22/v-sirii-ostanutsia-400-voennyh-iz-ssha-i-do-15-tysiachi-iz-evropy.html
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Trends in the military-political situation 

Since the Syrian central government and its armed forces in 2012 left the
country’s north-eastern provinces, their population, consisting of Kurds, Arabs,
Assyrians, Armenians and other ethnic groups, had to rely on self-organisation and
create autonomous local authorities and militia. It was they who heroically defen-
ded against Jihadists the strategically important Kobani city and other cities in the
north-east of the country, and then ultimately defeated the IS militant groups and
liberated the caliphate capital city of Raqqa.

To date, Kurdish militia and their Arab allies possess heavy weapons and
military equipment stationed in these areas and have gained extensive experience
in combat operations. It is unlikely that the SAR government forces, weakened
during the civil war, would be capable of conducting large-scale offensive opera-
tions on the east bank of the Euphrates River. It would also be very problematic
for them to engage Shiites for this purpose under the patronage of Iran. Kurdish
militia and the local Arab Sunni tribes are not likely to allow the invasion into
these territories of the Alawite-Shiite troops. For Erdogan it would not be easy to
conduct new operations in north-eastern Syria either: not only Damascus and
Tehran, but also Washington and its Western allies, are against this. Therefore,
along with the pro-Turkish enclave in the north-west of the country, the pro-
Kurdish region in the north-east of Syria will continue to exist.

In these circumstances, a good idea would be to reach an agreement bet-
ween the leaders of the Syrian Kurds and the Assad’s government on collaboration
in the zone of the Syrian-Turkish border and in the northeast of the country. But
President Assad’s inner circle and his advisers in Tehran still do not recognise legi-
timate rights of the Kurds and other ethnic minorities in Syria and are trying to
recreate a unitary Syrian state where the power would stay with the Alawi minori-
ty. It is telling that Kurdish delegations were not invited to negotiations in
Damascus, Geneva, Astana or Sochi. Damascus and Tehran expect from the
Kurdish militias, as well as from the Syrian armed opposition, that they will capi-
tulate, disarm and hand over authority in the localities to the central government.

The reason for Turkey’s involvement into the Syrian conflict was and
remains, first and foremost, its desire to solve its “internal political” Kurdish pro-
blem by tough external measures. Justifying its punitive military operations (like
the Euphrates Shield and the Olive Branch), which led to the occupation of part
of the northern regions of the SAR, Ankara cites as its motive the need to combat
terrorist groups. In reality, however, Turkish troops have never entered into com-
bat with Jihadists, and they continue to view militants of radical Islamist groups
– like Jabhat al-Nusra in the Idlib province – as allies in the fight against Assad.
While the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD), which according to some
reports is closely affiliated with the Turkish Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), is
seen in Ankara as Turkey’s main enemy in Syria. It was the Kurdish militia from
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these parties with whom Turkey came into fierce military confrontation with the
use of heavy weapons and aircraft. By February 2018, as a result of Turkish air
strikes and artillery shelling, almost 150 civilians were killed in the north of
Syria,(7) and tens of thousands of Kurdish families were forced to flee to the east
bank of the Euphrates and neighbouring Iraq. 

Against the background of such actions of the Turkish authorities, the
Syrian Kurds have been trying hard to retain presence of the armed forces of the
United States and other Western countries in the region, lest they should find
themselves facing the powerful Turkish army all by themselves.

Fight against Islamist groups

The statements of many politicians about an accomplished victory over the
Islamic state in Iraq and Syria raise doubt. A whole number of analysts believe that
the defeat of some of the largest radical Islamist groups (such as the IS, Jabhat 
al-Nusra and the like) cannot guarantee that over time they will not revive, since
the underlying causes of terrorism, in particular the political, socio-economic and
religious-ideological ones, have not been eliminated. Throughout the world, exis-
ting terrorist radical Islamist organisations continue to operate (and new ones
appear). These include, in particular, the Taliban movement created in the early
years of 1980s (presumably not without assistance from the US and Pakistani
intelligence services), the Somalia’s al-Shabab, the Nigeria’s Boko Haram and
dozens of other similar organisations. Many terrorist groups retain their structure
and continue to destabilise the situation in the countries of the Middle East. For
decades, Hamas (in the Gaza Strip) and Hezbollah (in Lebanon and Syria) have
posed a serious threat to Israel. Al-Qaida global network, with its numerous cells,
is also scattered throughout the world.

Real life events have demonstrated that military means alone are not suffi-
cient to defeat radical Islamist groups. Coordinated political, financial and economic,
informational, diplomatic and other efforts of the international community are
also needed for this purpose. Terrorist military-political groups are taking root in
countries with weakened statehood and in zones of regional conflicts. In the
Middle East, the emergence of new terrorist organisations is also provoked by the
external forces meddling into the internal affairs of the Arab countries (Libya,
Yemen, Syria, Iraq and Bahrain), the unresolved Palestinian and Kurdish problems
and the confrontation of Israel, Turkey, the monarchies of the Persian Gulf and the
whole of Sunni world, on the one hand, with Shiite Iran, on the other. The so-called
“renaissance of Islam”, i.e. continuing high attractiveness and popularity of radical
Islamist ideology among the Muslim countries’ populations, as well as Muslims

(7) “150 people became victims of Turkish air strikes and shelling in Syria, as stated in Afrin”, TASS, February 3, 2018
(https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/4927772).

https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/4927772
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living outside the Middle East region, undoubtedly contributes to the expansion
of Islamist terrorist groups. At the same time, many regional and external forces
use the territories and resources of extreme Islamist movements, both Sunni and
Shiite, and are determined to continue to incite ethnic and religious animosities
between various peoples. 

Thus, the long-standing Shiite-Sunni conflict in recent years has been rea-
nimated and in many aspects artificially stimulated by Tehran, Riyadh, Ankara and
other countries. And Syria as a result has become an arena of open armed confron-
tation between Shiites (Alawites) and Sunnis. “The challenges of winning the
peace [in Syria] are staggering in scale and complexity […] ISIL [Islamic State of
Iraq and the Levant] is nearly defeated territorially but experience suggests it can 
re-emerge”, the new UN Special Envoy for Syria Geir O. Pedersen said at the UN
Security Council Briefing on 28 February 2019.(8)

The fight against the forces of international terrorism in the region and in
the whole world has been additionally hampered by double standards of the parti-
cipants of this fight. Thus, Erdogan considers Assad and the Kurds in Syria as ter-
rorists. In turn, the authorities in Damascus regard the invasion of Turkish troops
in the north of the country as an act of state terrorism. Meanwhile, Iran refers to
Israel as a terrorist state. Jerusalem and Washington, in turn, classify the Iranian
IRGC, the Lebanese Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organisations.

As it is well known, about 45 terrorist groups (including Iranian ones) are
included on the list of terrorist organisations in the US and about 30 in the
Russian Federation list. Only 11 organisations appear on both lists. Terrorists take
advantage of these contradictions between individual countries and create their
branches and cells across the world. While special forces of various states continue
to be guided by their own political agendas and cannot establish proper interac-
tion between each other, global terrorist networks spread throughout the planet
and overcome borders and other barriers using Internet resources and other modern
information technologies.

In general, it should be noted that a way out of the current complex situa-
tion in Syria, including in terms of combating terrorist groups, could be found in
carrying out a peacekeeping operation under the auspices of the UN. If Russia and
the United States proposed to conduct such an operation in Syria under the autho-
rity of the UN Security Council, other interested countries could also step forward
to support this initiative. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly clear today that 
the military intervention of Iran and Turkey into the Syrian conflict does not
contribute to its resolution, but only incentivises the conflicting parties to continue
the struggle.
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(8) UNITED NATIONS, Department for Political and Peacebuilding Affairs. “Security Council Briefing on Syria, Special
Envoy Geir O. Pedersen”, February 28, 2019 (https://dppa.un.org/).

https://dppa.un.org/en/security-council-briefing-syria-special-envoy-geir-o-pedersen
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Obstacles to peace in Syria

Two key obstacles to resolving the Syrian conflict and achieving peace in
Syria should be noted.

Firstly, the continuing antagonism between the majority of the country’s
population – Sunni Arabs (which constitute about 70% of Syria’s 
citizens) – and Arab-Alawite and Shiite minorities that have retained their power
(about 13%). The Kurds (10%) and other ethnic and religious minorities of Syria
(7%) have for the bigger part tried to maintain neutrality in the civil war.
Turkomans (or Syrian Türkmen) make an exception, as they are under a heavy
influence of Ankara and are affiliated with the Syrian opposition. Bashar al-Assad
relies primarily on his Alawite clan, remnants of the army and security forces and
the Ba’ath Party. Having defeated the Islamic State with the assistance of Russia’s
and other countries’ armed forces and having largely side-lined the armed opposi-
tion with the help of Iran and Hezbollah, Assad and his government have felt
themselves winners in the civil war and do not intend to share power with the
oppositional Arab–Sunni majority, Kurds and Turkomans.

The Damascus central authorities, even on words, do not allow real demo-
cratisation and federalisation of the country, the implementation of long-overdue
political and socio-economic reforms and free elections. They fear that they would
find themselves in a position similar to that of the Iraqi Baathists, who found
themselves persecuted judicially and extra-judicially after the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein and the accession to power, through democratic procedures, of the
Arab–Shiite majority. The Syrian armed opposition, the Kurds and all opponents
of the Assad regime have come to be labelled terrorists, their homes and property
have often been confiscated and other repressive measures have taken place.

In turn, the representatives of the domestic opposition and the more than
seven million inhabitants of refugee camps in neighbouring countries (Turkey,
Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt and others)(9) continue to insist on removing Assad
from power, creating a temporary coalition government and holding equitable
general elections with the participation of all Syrians, regardless of where they tem-
porarily reside. Despite the heterogeneity of the opposition, there is reason to
believe that in future Syria, the Sunni Arabs will receive the majority of mandates
in parliament and assume key positions in the new state. 

Hence, the main participants in the intra-Syrian conflict are on different
sides of the barricades and continue to display very intransigent attitudes. Perhaps,
only on one key issue Assad and the opposition have similar viewpoints: their goal
is to preserve a unitary Arab state without the autonomy rights for the Kurds or
any other ethnic minorities.

(9) “The UN suggested how many refugees will be able to return to Syria in 2019”, RIA Novosti, December 11, 2018
(https://ria.ru/20181211/1547807483.html).

https://ria.ru/20181211/1547807483.html
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Secondly, the key obstacle to a peace settlement is that the internal Syrian
conflict continues to be spurred on from the outside – mainly by regional power
centres (Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia), but also by major interested powers out-
side the region (United States and European countries). Despite the fact that
Russia has managed to engage both Iran and Turkey into the negotiation process
on Syria in the capital of Kazakhstan, Astana, there are still fundamental contra-
dictions between these countries regarding how the Syrian state would be organised
in the future. Largely as a result of these countries’ interference, Syria remains the
epicentre of the confrontation of political forces of various directions, as well as of
paramilitary groups, and, de facto, the arena of the Shiite-Sunni armed conflict.

For many years, Iranian leaders have not only armed (with medium-range
and short-range missiles and other weapons) the Palestinian Hamas in the Gaza
Strip and the Lebanese Hezbollah in Syria and Lebanon, but have also deployed
military contingents in close proximity to the Syrian-Israeli border. According to
Israeli sources, pro-Iranian militants have shelled Israel’s near-border territory and
launched rockets and drones from Syria. In response, the Israeli Air Force has car-
ried out missile and air strikes on ammunition depots and weapons transports, and
other Iran’s and Hezbollah’s military installations in Syria, as well as on Syrian air
defence sites.

On the night of 21 January 2019, Israeli aviation carried out yet another
attack on the Syrian territory. The Israeli Defence Ministry stated that those strikes
took place in response to the launch of Syrian missiles in the direction of the nor-
thern Golan Heights. According to official data, four Syrian soldiers were killed in
the Israeli attack. While unofficial sources reported at least 11 dead, of which only
two were Syrian nationals. The Israeli side stressed that the targets of the attack
were Iranian military installations.

At the same time, one cannot say that Iran’s broad expansion in the Middle
East enjoys unconditional support of the entire population of the country. Thus,
at the end of 2017, thousands of protesters in dozens of Iranian cities came out to
the streets demanding to discontinue military and other Iranian aid to Syria and
to stop spending budget resources on “Shiite revolutions” abroad.(10) Meanwhile, it
remains extremely important for the Iranian leadership to keep Syria as its stron-
ghold in the region, from which it will be possible to support the Hezbollah in
Lebanon and to threaten Israel by targeting the Iranian intermediate-range missiles
at the Israeli military facilities.

From Iran’s foreign policy perspective, Syria is a major regional constituent
in the so-called Shiite Arc or Shiite Crescent. Tehran is known to have long been
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(10) Iranian economic and military assistance to Syria since 2014  is estimated to range from 6 to 9 billion dollars per
year. See: SAZHIN Vladimir, “Iran in Syria: the price of help”, Mezhdunarodnaya zhizn (online version), January 1st 2018
(https://interaffairs.ru/news/show/19090).

https://interaffairs.ru/news/show/19090
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nurturing a scenario of establishing an Iranian naval base on the Syrian coast of the
Mediterranean Sea, and there is some evidence that, during Assad’s visit to Iran in
February 2019, a major agreement on Iran’s long-term lease of the Syrian naval
port Latakia was reached.(11)

The policy of the Turkish authorities on the Syrian track can be viewed as
a kind of counterbalance to Iran’s actions. Ankara initially supported the uprising
of the Syrian opposition, whose members aim to bring to power in Damascus
Islamist groups of Sunni Arabs, such as the Muslim Brotherhood. Erdogan also
tried, on his own or in framework of a NATO Allied Forces operation, to establish
a so-called no-fly zone in the north of Syria, along the lines of the Libyan scena-
rio, and to attain a regime change in Damascus by force. However, Iran’s active
support of the Assad government, and the consequent involvement of the Russian
Aero-Space Forces in the fight against international terrorism in the country, greatly
impacted these plans. After becoming convinced that it would not be possible 
to change the government in Damascus on his own, or even with his NATO or
regional allies (Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Jordan), the Turkish president, without
abandoning his strategic plans, ventured out for a more complicated game.

Thus, Erdogan agreed to assume the role of co-guarantor in the peace
negotiations on Syria in the Astana format, which were conducted together with
Russia and Iran and brought about an agreement on a cease-fire between the
Syrian government forces and the armed opposition, the decision on the creation
of de-escalation zones, etc. This meant, in essence, promoting the scenario of free
elections in Syria, since such elections potentially can bring to power representa-
tives of the pro-Turkish Arab-Sunni majority.

Along with this, the Turkish authorities in 2016-2018 conducted two
ground force operations in northwestern Syria – the Euphrates Shield and the
Olive Branch. The Turkish offensives were carried out not against radical Islamist
militants, but against the Kurdish militia groups and civilians in the border areas.
As a result, Turkey has occupied a large part of Syrian northwestern provinces
(Idlib and northern areas of Aleppo) and is trying to build in these territories a
future Syrian state, without Assad. Ankara does not conceal its plans to further
enlarge its bridgehead in Syria by expanding it to include a number of northeas-
tern regions of the country, which are as of now still controlled by the Kurdish
militia and the US military.

In respect to the planned withdrawal of the US military from Syria
announced by President Trump, the situation in the northeast of the country may
change significantly. If the decision on the US withdrawal is implemented, the

(11) MUKHIN Vladimir, “Iran can create a naval base in Syria”, Nezavisimaya Gazeta, April 9, 2019
(http://www.ng.ru/world/2019-04-09/1_2_7552_iran.html).

http://www.ng.ru/world/2019-04-09/1_2_7552_iran.html
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Syrian Kurds would effectively face a dilemma – whether to enter into alliance with
Damascus or refrain from so doing. For now, they seem to be more predisposed
towards the first option. Syrian Kurds have never been out there to demand their
separation from Syria, but have advocated for equal rights with Arabs in a future
Syrian state, and this can be the basis for a meaningful dialogue.

Despite Damascus disregarding their interests, the Kurds still state their
readiness to cooperate with the central authorities, especially given the fact that
– as already mentioned above – they have not taken part in the country’s civil war
and have been fighting only with the IS terrorists. Their leaders would be quite
satisfied with the status of an entity within Syrian federation – similar to the sta-
tus of the Iraqi Kurdistan – or even the status of an autonomous Kurdish region
within Syria.

So far, Washington continues to control the situation in northeastern Syria
and thus the status of Syrian Kurds remains an open issue. At the same time, the
Trump administration has in essence revised the deadlines for withdrawal of US
troops from Syria by increasing them. Reports have also been published that the
US military units withdrawn from Syria may be deployed in the neighbouring Iraq
in close proximity of the Syrian borders.(12)

Scenarios for future development of the situation

As experts estimate, the “no war / no peace situation”, with the existing
pro-Turkish and Kurdish enclaves in Syria uncontrolled by Damascus, can protract
indefinitely, given the difficulties of peaceful settlement and the continuing
uncompromising fight between Tehran and Ankara for power, resources and
influence in this country. Both Erdogan and Iranian ayatollahs, meanwhile, strive
to place their own puppet governments in Damascus. 

Other states interested in resolving the Syrian crisis (the United States,
Russia, France, the United Kingdom, Germany, Israel, Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon and
the Gulf monarchies) have also so far been unable to reach consensus on the future
of the Syrian state. Most of the Western and Arab states do not recognise the legi-
timacy of the Assad government, and some of them have joined the restrictive
sanctions imposed by Washington on Damascus.

The US authorities are also reinstituting restrictive sanctions against Iran
following the withdrawal of the US from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). Donald Trump believes that already when signed, the JCPOA ignored
the fact that the Iranian leadership supports terrorists and rebels in the Middle
East. Earlier, the US Treasury introduced financial sanctions against the Islamic
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(12) BUT Maksim, “Leave not stay: the reasons for the withdrawal of US troops from Syria through Iraq were explained
by the Pentagon’s trick”, Economica Segodnya (Federal Business Agency), February 20, 2019 (https://rueconomics.ru/).

https://rueconomics.ru/378511-uiti-nelzya-ostatsya-prichiny-vyvoda-voisk-ssha-iz-sirii-cherez-irak-obyasnili-ulovkoi-pentagona
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Revolutionary Guard Corps, which Trump called “terrorist, corrupt personal unit
of the Iranian leader”.(13) Moreover, the United States has actually revised its list of
major threats in the Middle East, singling out Iran as one of the major threats.
Washington has also stepped up efforts to strengthen the influence of various 
anti-Iranian forces, blocs and coalitions in the region (such as the Arab mini-
NATO) with the participation of the Gulf monarchies, Jordan and Egypt. At the
same time, the United States is enhancing Israel’s military capabilities and building
up NATO Allied Forces in the region.

Washington’s policy of a new isolation of Tehran in the world and increa-
sed pressure on it does not contribute to search for compromises between regional
and external forces to normalise the situation in Syria. Thus, in general, there are
no indications in sight as of yet that the Syrian conflict would be soon resolved. It
appears that the de facto division of the country into three parts and the achieved
status quo for the moment suit all external forces involved in the Syrian crisis, with
the exception of Israel, noticeably concerned about the presence of Hezbollah figh-
ters and Iran’s IRGC soldiers near its borders.

(13) “Nuclear deal with Iran: world leaders against Trump”, BBC (Russian Service), October 14, 2017
(https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-41623467). 

https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-41623467

