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The victory of the rebellion in Syria - challenges and
consequences

The seizure of Damascus by Syrian rebels on December 8, 2024, and President Bashar al-
Assad's simultaneous escape from the country — mark the final end of the authoritarian
rule of the Socialist Arab Renaissance Party (Baath), dating back to 1963. Nevertheless,
the future of Syria is still undetermined and unknown. Will it be a country of relative (for
the realities of the region) tolerance for many religious communities and ethnic groups
inhabiting it? Or will the Islamic fundamentalist forces gain the upper hand in the new

Syrian government, striving to transform Syria (or part of it) into an oppressive emirate?

Although surprisingly to many, the Syrian opposition's offensive was not a coincidence or
an improvisation. Already in 2023 the Syrian rebels began (probably with significant
participation and assistance from the Turkish

intelligence and military) preparations for an

offensive operation against government forces, The fall of al-Assad's rule and the
codenamed "Deterring Aggression". The aim of takeover of control over most of
the planned military action was to radically — Syria by Sunniextremists hostile to
weaken the Syrian regime by capturing Aleppo, /ran is therefore an irreversible end to
the main urban center in the north of the country. Iran’s flagship geopolitical project.
The maximum option for the rebels was to

conquer the remaining large cities: Hama and

Homs, and to try to capture the country's capital, Damascus, which would mean the final
collapse of the regime. The developments in and around Syria, which were favourable to
the rebels (mostly the weakening of al-Assad's allies: Russia, Iran and Lebanese
Hezbollah), made it possible to implement the assumed plans in their broadest version.
The strategy devised by the rebels worked perfectly, and as a result, the 13-year-long

Syrian civil war ended in just 11 days.

Strategic challenges
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Various Sunni opposition groups took part in the rebellion against al-Assad's dictatorship,
most of which are Islamist organisations — either linked to Al-Qaeda (AQ) or supported by
Turkey. They formed a coalition around the largest grouping — Hayat Tahrir ash-Sham

(Organization for the Liberation of the Levant, HTS).

Over the past few years, HTS has managed to establish or strengthen control over a
number of Sunni opposition groups in the Idlib region, and transform them into a relatively
unified armed formation, operating under a unified command based on a comprehensive
military doctrine. In this way, the rebels managed to eliminate the basic problems they
faced during the first years of the civil war in Syria: the lack of unified leadership and

coherent organisation, as well as lack of unified control over the course of military actions.

However, the ideological and political differences between rebel and jihadist groups of the
current insurgency are very large, and it is not known whether HTS will maintain sufficient
control over these organisations in the near future. For the time being, the HTS' leadership
of the former opposition is indisputable, but its spectacular success in defeating al-Assad

may initiate the processes of decomposition of the hitherto unified rebellion camp.

Moreover, it is not known what are the real intentions and political goals of HTS itself and
smaller Islamist groups from the current opposition. During the transition period, various
Sunni forces interested in independent political and perhaps even terrorist activities may
therefore emerge in Syria. Equally important is that the present moderate rhetoric of HTS
leaders, conciliatory towards religious/ethnic minorities, may not reflect their true
intentions and plans, directly based on the ideological rules of radical Islam. In this
context, it is worth remembering the example of the Afghan Taliban, who also tried to
present themselves to the Western public opinion as moderate until they took power in
Kabul in August 2021. After the restoration of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, they

began to quickly implement the most conservative, restrictive socio-political projects.

Though HTS claims it is no longer affiliated with Al-Qaeda, it still remains a jihadist
organisation that began its activity as Al-Qaeda's local branch. HTS remains listed by the
US government as a Foreign Terrorist Organization. The European Union also considers
HTS as a terrorist group. The HTS' leader, Abu Muhammad al-Jolani (real name: Ahmad al-
Sharaa), is a Specially Designated Global Terrorist, due to his previous activity as an active
Al-Qaeda operative. In mid-December 2024, the U.S. State Department spokesman

Matthew Miller confirmed that the $10 million reward for the leader of the Syrian rebels,
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set seven years ago, was still in effect. However, this may change soon. The U.S. high-
level diplomats (led by the then Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs,
Barbara Leaf) and top HTS leaders (with al-Julani himself) met in Damascus on December
20, 2024. During this meeting al-Julani committed to ensuring terrorist groups in Syria do
not pose a threat to the U.S. and its allies. As a result, the U.S. is set to remove the bounty
it had placed on de facto current Syrian leader, although on the day of writing this

analysis, no decisions have been made vyet.

The thesis, widely circulated in the West recently, that HTS has no longer any ties to Al-
Qaeda, stems probably from a statement made by al-Jolani in July 2016. He argued then
that Jabhat Fatah Ash-Sham group (a then-newly formed organisation under his
leadership, which was the predecessor of the current HTS) would have “no ties to any

external jihadist entity”.

However, this claim can be easily refuted by analysing the present list of foreign jihadist
groups that either operate directly under the HTS banner, or act as HTS-affiliated
organisations. Most of these groups — composed mainly of extremists from Central Asia -
have close operational ties to Al-Qaeda and even the Afghan Taliban. Among them are:
Turkistan Islamic Party (an AQ-affiliated Uighur jihadist group); Katibat Imam al-Bukhari
(an Uzbek jihadist group present in Syria and Afghanistan, allied with AQ); Katibat al-
Tawhid wal-Jihad (KTJ, also an Uzbek and Kyrgyz group operating in Syria and
Afghanistan, allied with AQ and Taliban); Islamic Jihad Union (IJU, another Uzbek jihadist
group fighting in Syria and Afghanistan, allied with AQ and the Taliban); Ajnad al-Kavkaz (a
jihadist group comprised of Chechens and other North Caucasians); Albanian Jamaat (a
jihadist group composed of ethnic Albanians and other Balkan fighters). And these are
only the most influential and potent groups of its kind in the Syrian opposition. In total, it
is estimated that more than 20 Islamist groups operate in Syria as part of the Sunni
coalition created within or around HTS. Most of them are international (or supra-regional)
in nature and have ties with the global network of Al-Qaeda (or its various regional

branches).

Despite the end of the rule of Bashir al-Assad and the formation of a transitional
government under the leadership of Mohamed al-Bashir in Damascus, the situation in
Syria is still far from stable. In many parts of the country, especially in the remote rural or

desert regions, there is still a kind of dual power (the forces of the former opposition
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operate alongside the remnants of the administrative structures of the former regime).
However, in many other parts of the country, there is still no clear state-level authority at

all.

Third-country forces have also operated in various parts of Syria. Turkey has several
thousand of its troops in Afrin, Azaz and Jarabulus in northwestern Syria, as well as in Ras

al-Ain and Tal Abyad in the northeast.

Shortly after the fall of the regime in Damascus, Israel started to occupy the entire “buffer
zone" on the Golan Heights, including the strategic top of Mount Hermon, previously held
by Syrian forces. Unconfirmed reports indicate that the Israelis have advanced even
further north, crossing into Syria proper and occupying several strategic settlements
along the Syrian-Lebanese border. The aim of these actions seems to be to additionally
outflank southern Lebanon and Hezbollah's positions there, additionally cutting the land

transport routes between Iran/Iraq and Lebanon (via Syria).

In southern Syria, at the junction of its borders with Irag and Jordan, U.S. forces also have

their operational zone (commonly known as the “55 kilometres zone”).

The Russians also still maintain two military installations (the navy base in Tartus and the
Hmeimim Air Base near Latakia), although their current status and future are unclear.
Russia claims that it is in talks with Syrian rebels and hopes to maintain these military
bases as necessary assets to continue the fight against "international terrorism".
However, it is doubtful that the Syrian rebels will allow the Russians to maintain a

permanent military presence in these bases.

The new authorities in Damascus, centred around HTS, do not control many regions of
Syria, which are controlled by other (potentially competitive) forces of the former
opposition. In the north-east of Syria, a large part of the country (the so-called Rojava
region) has been supervised for years by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), composed
largely of Syrian Kurds. Their main organisation — YPG (People's Protection Units) — is
considered as terrorist by Ankara. Turkish authorities see YPG as an extension of the
Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), the Kurdish terrorist organisation operating for decades in
Turkey. Reports from the region indicate that it is highly likely that Turkey and its Syrian

allies will soon carry out a military operation against the Kurds of the YPG/SDF.
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The Islamic State (ISIS) also remains a challenge to the security situation in Syria, as it has
already begun to take advantage of the chaos caused by the fall of the Assad regime and
the following security vacuum in many parts of the country. On December 19, 2024, the
U.S. Central Command Forces conducted a precision airstrike targeting ISIS local Syria's
leader Abu Yusif aka Mahmud in the Dayr az-Zaur Province, killing him. What is important,
this strike was conducted in an area formerly controlled by the Syrian regime and
Russians. This case clearly shows that the scope of ISIS activities in Syria may increase in
the near future, no longer limited to the desert areas in the south-east of the country. ISIS
sees itself as the true "force of Islam," as opposed to Al-Qaeda-affiliated organizations
(such as HTS), and will certainly try to prove its ideological superiority and operational

effectiveness by intensifying the pace of operations.

Geopolitical consequences

The rapidly changing situation in Syria generates serious consequences for the geopolitics
of the Middle East. The overthrow of al-Assad’s regime constitutes a real "strategic
earthquake" for this region — both for Syria's neighbours, and for countries involved in this
country and/or interested in its situation. The development of events in the entire Middle
East will be significantly influenced in the near future by who won and who lost during the
change of power in Damascus. Undoubtedly, it is necessary to start drawing new maps of
influences, alliances and strategic connections in the Middle East after the fall of al-

Assad's regime.
Strategic winners

Turkey is one of the countries that have benefited the most from the change of power in
Syria. This country, as the main sponsor and protector of many groups that are part of the
coalition centred around HTS, is a real “father of the success” of the Syrian rebellion.
Ankara has been investing heavily in the Syrian opposition for a long time, even when it
seemed to have no chance of winning. Several million Syrian refugees have also been in
Turkey for over a decade. Many of them, after a possible return to their homeland after
the end of the war, will probably use the contacts established in Turkey for business and
economic purposes. This will not only contribute to an increase in the economic turnover
of both countries, but also will be another factor (in addition to political and security

issues) linking 'New Syria' with Turkey. Turkey's strategic success will also translate into a
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further increase in the country's importance in the Middle East. Ankara's 'strategic
appetite' will also increase, stimulating its international activity in other regions (e.g. in the

Caucasus and Central Asia).

Similarly, Qatar should be considered as the winner of the "Syrian game". It was the only
Arab country in the region to consistently reject the possibility of any normalization of
relations with the al-Assad government (a perspective that many other Arab states have
been allowed for several years). In return, Qatar is the only Arab state to have established
and maintains direct political contacts with the HTS leadership. This factor will be of
fundamental importance in the near future, in the process of international acceptance
(and ultimately — possible formal international legal recognition) of the new Syrian

government.

Israel should also be considered as the winner, although the final political and ideological
profile of the future authorities in Damascus remain unknown, as well as their attitude
towards the Jewish state. However, the spectacular and surprising success of the Syrian
rebellion was largely possible thanks to the weakening of the military forces of al-Assad's
main regional allies: Iranian Pasdaran forces, Lebanese Hezbollah and Palestinian Hamas.
This has come in the course of Israel's previous military campaigns over the past year. For
Jerusalem, the most important strategic benefit is the very fact of the collapse of the
Baath Party regime in Syria, which was clearly anti-Israeli in nature. A regime that in
recent years has been closely associated with Tehran and its regional proxies, constituting

an important element of the Iranian regional game against the Jewish state.

Last but not least, Lebanon may also become the winner of the change of power in
Damascus. This country has been living for decades under destructive political and
military pressure from Baathist Syria, as well as Iran and its Lebanese proxy Hezbollah.
The weakening of Hezbollah's political power and the change of power in Damascus
provide now a unique opportunity for Beirut to throw off the shackles of external
interference in its internal situation. This gives Lebanon a chance to become fully

independent.

It is worth noting here that the overthrow of the regime of President al-Assad is also a
propaganda and political success for Al-Qaeda and its allies in Syria. Regardless of the
political composition of the future Syrian government, the importance and influence of

jihadist groups linked to Al-Qaeda will increase significantly in this country. This will
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strengthen the AQ and its allied jihadist structures in the Middle East, posing a serious

challenge to the region’s security.
Strategic losers

The biggest loser in the strategic game for Syria is the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Revolutionary Islamic Iran since its inception in 1979 has been striving to create and
maintain the so-called "Shiite crescent". This original Iranian geopolitical concept assumed
Tehran's full political control over the Shiite-dominated territories of the Near and Middle
East: from Lebanon to Afghanistan. The main aim of this plan was to unify the activity of
the Shiite communities of the region and direct it towards the fight against Israel (the
"Lesser Satan") and the United States of America (the "Great Satan"). All of Tehran's
international activity, especially towards its immediate regional environment, has been
subordinated to this main strategic plan for almost half a century. Syria, as Iran's closest
ally, has played an extremely important role in this strategic concept. This country was a
kind of "bridge" between Iran and Iraq controlled by it and Lebanese Hezbollah - the

"jewel in the crown" of Iranian proxies in the Middle East.

The fall of al-Assad's rule and the takeover of control over most of Syria by Sunni
extremists hostile to Iran is therefore an irreversible end to Iran's flagship geopolitical
project. Especially since Hezbollah itself was almost completely destroyed as a result of
many weeks of Israeli military operation, and its political position in Lebanon was
significantly weakened. The same is true of Hamas in the Gaza Strip, whose capabilities

have been effectively reduced in the course of the war with Israel.

The consequences of this strategic defeat may also prove dangerous for the future
stability of the ayatollahs' regime in Iran. It is highly possible that such a sudden
deterioration of Iran's strategic position — which only yesterday aspired to be a strong
regional power and was allegedly supposed to bring Israel to its knees — will cause a
socio-political collapse in this country, which has already been torn by internal tensions

and socio-political conflicts for a long time.

Another big geopolitical loser in Syria is the Russian Federation. In this case, too, the
Syrian defeat came suddenly and unexpectedly. The spectacular “peacekeeping
intervention” in Syria undertaken by Russia in 2015 proved not only highly effective in
defending the regime in Damascus, but also laid the foundations for the subsequent

development of cooperation between Moscow and Tehran as part of the newly emerging
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“axis of autocrats”. Moscow's successful military intervention in Syria — formally carried
out in the name of defending the “civilized world" against the barbaric Islamic terrorism
version of the Islamic State - significantly strengthened Russia's position in the Middle

East, as well as in the wider international environment.

A practical dimension of this was the subsequent domination by victorious Russia
(together with Iran) of the so-called Astana process, which ensured President Bashar al-
Assad's further years of power in Syria (albeit on a limited territory). Russia itself gained
permanent (as it seemed at the time) access to Syrian ports and military bases on the
Mediterranean Sea. Together with the Russian military presence in eastern Libya, this was
to provide Moscow with a powerful geopolitical "leverage” for further actions throughout

the Middle East and North Africa. Just at the “soft underbelly” of Europe.

However, the sudden collapse of the regime in Damascus means the unequivocal and
inevitable end of Russia's activities in this part of the world. The strategic situation of
Russia will not be saved even by increasing its military presence in Libya or sub-Saharan
Africa. The panicked evacuation of Russians from Syria, as well as the earlier
ineffectiveness of Russian air defence systems in Iran and Syria, will weaken Moscow's
position among its few allies in the region. Moscow's credibility among the Middle Eastern

countries as an ally and strategic partner has just been shattered.

Western countries, especially the European powers (and the European Union as such),
should also be considered as losers in connection with the current situation in Syria. These
players have not been able to develop any coherent and long-lasting policy or active
strategy for years of bloody conflict in Syria. In turn, they were only able to react ex post
(and with a long delay) to the events taking place in the Levant. Even now, the
European/Western powers can only be passive observers of the rapidly changing situation

in Syria and the region.

In the worst-case scenario, Syrian religious and ethnic minorities may also turn out to be
the losers of the change of power in Syria. Of course, their protection by the Assad regime
was in fact often illusory and took place more in the realm of propaganda. Undoubtedly,
howeuver, if Islamic extremists dominate Syrian politics in the future, the fate of minorities
(especially religious ones) will deteriorate. The future of the Syrian Kurds also looks bleak.
Turkey and its Syrian allies will certainly use the current situation in the country to try to

eliminate the de facto independence of the Kurdish areas in Syria. It seems that the forces
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operating within the HTS’ coalition are also not willing to tolerate Rojava's far-reaching

autonomy.

Summary and conclusions

1. The spectacular and rapid success of the Syrian rebellion comes as a big surprise even
to the long-time observers of the events in Syria. After all, recent years have been a time
of actual stagnation of the strategic situation in Syria, when no chance for a breakthrough,

especially such a brilliant one, was seen.

2. The overthrow of the long-standing rule of the Ba'ath Party creates an opportunity for
a new opening for Syria. However, the political and military situation in this country is still
far from stable. There are many factors that may ruin the opposition's success: from the
decomposition of the victory camp centred around HTS, through the intensification of
inter-ethnic/religious feuds and interference of various countries, to the increased

terrorist activity of Islamic State.

3. The nature and ideological profile of many of the Syrian opposition groups allied to the
HTS raise concerns about the future of Syria. Their Islamist, jihadist agenda suggests that
the "New Syria" — i.e. the Syria after al-Assad — will not necessarily go down the path of

democracy in its Western sense.

4. At the same time “New Syria” completely overturns the entire geopolitical puzzle in the
Middle East. The victory of the rebellion radically changes the situation of all Syria's
neighbouring countries: Lebanon, Israel, Turkey and Irag. It also has a significant impact on
Iran's situation, and its effects are (and will be) also felt throughout the whole Arab world.
Particularly significant — and potentially of the greatest impact on the geopolitics of the

region — is the far-reaching weakening of Iran's position and its strategic capabilities.

5. The events in Syria — although they have a direct impact on the security situation of
Europe (especially the European Union) — are taking place completely beyond the
capabilities of Western countries. It seems that the Old Continent has just finally lost the

ability to create, or effectively supervise, a strategic situation in the Middle East.

Author: Tomasz Ottowski, Senior Fellow of the Casimir Pulaski Foundation
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Zatozona w 2005 roku Fundacja im. Kazimierza Putaskiego jest niezaleznym,
bezstronnym polskim think tankiem non-profit, prowadzacym badania nad roéznymi
aspektami bezpieczenstwa europejskiego i transatlantyckiego, ze szczegdlnym
uwzglednieniem Europy Srodkowo-Wschodniej. Fundacja zrzesza kilkudziesieciu
miedzynarodowych ekspertow z roéznych dziedzin (polityka zagraniczna, obronnosg,
energetyka, odpornosc demokratyczna) i publikuje analizy opisujace i wyjasniajgce
wydarzenia miedzynarodowe, identyfikujgce trendy w europejskim i transatlantyckim
Srodowisku bezpieczenstwa oraz rekomendujgce rozwigzania dla decydentow rzadowych
i sektora prywatnego. Fundacja im. Kazimierza Putaskiego jest takze pomystodawcg i
gtownym organizatorem konferencji Warsaw Security Forum, ktora od 2014 roku
corocznie gromadzi ponad 2000 interesariuszy z ponad 60 krajow w celu
wypracowywania  wspolnych odpowiedzi na  wyzwania bezpieczenstwa
transatlantyckiego. Co roku Fundacja przyznaje takze nagrode ,Rycerza Wolnosci”
wybitnym osobistosciom, ktore przyczyniaja sie do promocji wartosci generata Kazimierza
Putaskiego, takich jak wolnos¢, sprawiedliwos¢ i demokracja. Jest takze siedziba polskiego
oddziatu sieci Women in International Security. Fundacja Kazimierza Putaskiego znalazta
sie na pierwszym miejscu wsrod polskich Think Tankéw zajmujacych sie obronnoscia i
bezpieczenhstwem narodowym wedtug raportu ,Global Go To Think Tank Index”
odpowiednio w latach 2018, 2019 i 2020. Fundacja posiada takze status organizacji

partnerskiej Rady Europy. www.pulaski.pl
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