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Introduction

Regional and international alli-
ances in the Middle East have 
shifted significantly because of 

the popular uprisings during the past 
five years. Moreover, the Syrian case 
is unique and complex whereby inter-
national relations theories fall short 
of explaining or predicting a trajec-
tory or how relevant actors’ attitudes 
will shift towards the political or mil-
itary tracks. Syria is at the center of a 
very fluid and changing multipolar 
international system that the region 
has not witnessed since the formation 
of colonial states over a century ago.

In addition to the resurrection of 
transnational movements and the 

increasing security threat to the sov-
ereignty of neighboring states, new 
dynamics on the internal front have 
emerged out of the conflict. This 
commentary will assess opportuni-
ties and threats of the evolving align-
ments and provide an overview of 
these new dynamics with its impact 
on the regional balance of power. 

The Construction of a Narrative

Since March 2011, the Syrian up-
rising has evolved through multiple 
phases. The first was the non-violent 
protests phase demanding political 
reforms that were responded to with 
brutal use of force by government se-
curity and military forces. This phase 
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lasted for less than one year as many 
soldiers defected and many civilians 
took arms to defend their families 
and villages. The second phase wit-
nessed further militarization of civil-
ians who decided to carry arms and 
fight back against the aggression of 
regime forces towards civilian pop-
ulations. During these two phases, 
regional countries underestimated 
the security risks of a spillover of vi-
olence across borders and its impact 
on the regional balance of power. 
Diplomatic action focused on con-
taining the crisis and pressuring the 
regime to comply with the demands 
of the protestors, freeing of prisoners, 
and amending the constitution and 
several security based laws.

On the other hand, the Assad re-
gime attempted to frame a narrative 
about the uprising as an “Islamist” 
attempt to spread terrorism, cha-
os and destruction to the region. 
Early statements and actions by the 
regime further emphasized a con-
structed notion of the uprising as a 
plot against stability. The regime took 
several steps to create the necessary 
dynamics for transnational radical 
groups (both religious and ethnic 
based) to expand and gain power. 

Domestically, it isolated certain parts 
of Syria, especially the countryside, 
away from its core interest of control 
and created pockets overwhelmed 
by administrative and security chaos 
within the geography of Syria where 
there is a “controlled anarchy.” It also 
amended the constitution in 2012 
with minor changes, granted the 
Kurds citizenship rights, abolished 
the State Security Court system but 
established a special terrorism court 
that was used for protesters and ac-
tivists. The framing of all anti-regime 
forces into one category as terrorists 
was one of the early strategies used 
by the regime that went unnoticed 
by regional and international actors. 
At the same time, in 2011 the regime 
pardoned extremist prisoners and re-
leased over 1200 Kurdish prisoners 
most of whom were PKK figures and 
leaders. Many of those released later 
took part in the formation of Jabhat 
al-Nusra, ISIS, and YPG forces re-
spectively. This provided a vacuum 
of power in many regions, encourag-
ing extremist groups to occupy these 
areas thus laying the legal grounds 
for excessive use of force in the fight 
against terrorism.

The third phase witnessed a high-
er degree of military confrontations 
and a quick “collapse” of the regime’s 
control of over 60 percent of Syrian 
territory in favor of revolutionary 
and opposition forces. Residents in 
14 provinces established over 900 Lo-
cal Administration Councils between 
2012 and 2013. These Councils re-
ceived their mandate and legitimacy 
by the consensus or election of local 
residents and were tasked with local 

The Assad regime attempted 
to frame a narrative about 
the uprising as an “Islamist” 
attempt to spread terrorism, 
chaos and destruction to the 
region
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governance and the administration of 
public services. First, the Syrian Na-
tional Council, then later the Nation-
al Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary 
and Opposition Forces were estab-
lished as the official representative 
of the Syrian people according to the 
Friends of Syria group. The regime 
resorted to heavy shelling, barrel 
bombing and even chemical weapons 
to keep areas outside of its control in 
a state of chaos and instability. This in 
return escalated the level of support 
for revolutionary forces to defend 
themselves and maintain the balance 
of power but not to expand further or 
end the regime totally.

During this phase, the internal fronts 
witnessed many victories against re-
gime forces that were not equally 
reflected on the political progress of 
the Syria file internationally. Inter-
national investment and interference 
in the Syrian uprising increased sig-
nificantly on the political, military 
and humanitarian levels. It was evi-
dent that the breakdown of the Syr-
ian regime during this phase would 
threaten the status quo of the inter-
national balance of power scheme 
that has been contained through a 
complex set of relations. Internation-
al diplomacy used soft power as well 
as proxy actors to counter potential 
threats posed by the shifting of pow-
er in Syria. Extremist forces such as 
Jabhat al-Nusra, YPG and ISIS had 
not yet gained momentum or consol-
idated territories during this phase. 
The strategy used during this phase 
by international actors was to contain 
the instability and security risk with-
in the borders and prevent a regional 

conflict spill over, as well as prevent 
the victory of any internal actor. This 
strategy is evident in the UN Securi-
ty Council Resolution 2042 in April 
2012, followed by UNSCR 2043, 
which call for sending in interna-
tional observers, and ending with the 
Geneva Communique of June 2012. 
The Geneva Communique had the 
least support from regional and in-
ternational actors and Syrian actors 
were not invited to that meeting. It 
can be said that the heightened lev-
el of competition between regional 
and international actors during this 
phase negatively affected the overall 
scene and created a vacuum of au-
thority that was further exploited by 
ISIS and YPG forces to establish their 
dream states respectively and threat-
en regional countries’ security.

The fourth phase began after the 
chemical attack by the regime in Au-
gust of 2013 where 1,429 victims died 
in Eastern Damascus. This phase can 
be characterized as a retreat by rev-
olutionary military forces and an 
expansion and rise of transnational 
extremist groups. The event of the 
chemical attack was a very pivotal 
moment politically because it sent 
a strong message from the inter-
national actors to the regional ac-
tors as well as Syrian actors that the 
previous victories by revolutionary 
forces could not be tolerated as they 
threatened the balance of power. 
Diplomatic talks resulted in the Rus-
sian-U.S. agreement whereby the re-
gime signed the international agree-
ment and handed over its chemical 
weapons through an internationally 
administered process. This event was 
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pivotal as it signified a shift on the 
part of the U.S. away from its “Red 
Line” in favor of the Russian-Irani-
an alignment, which perhaps was 
their first public assertion of hege-
mony over Syria. The Russian move 
prevented the regime’s collapse and 
removed the possibility of any direct 
military intervention by the United 
States. It is at this point that regional 
actors such as Turkey, Qatar, and Sau-
di Arabia began to strongly promote 
a no-fly zone or a ‘safe zone’ for Syri-
ans in the North of Syria. During this 
time, international actors pushed for 
the first round of the Geneva talks in 
January 2014, thus giving the Assad 
regime the chance to regain its inter-
national legitimacy. Iran increased its 
military support to all of Hezbollah 
and over 13 sectarian militias that 
entered Syria with the objective of 
regaining strategic locations from the 
opposition.

The lack of action by the interna-
tional community towards the un-
precedented atrocities committed 
by the Syrian regime, along with the 
administrative and military insta-
bility in liberated areas created the 
atmosphere for cross-border terror-
ist groups to increase their mobili-
zation levels and enter the scene as 
influential actors. ISIS began gaining 
momentum and took control over 
Raqqa and Deir Az-Zour, parts of 
Hasaka, and Iraq. On September 10, 
2014, President Obama announced 
the formation of a broad internation-
al coalition to fight ISIS. Russia wait-
ed on the U.S.-led coalition for one 
year before announcing its alliance to 
fight terrorism known as 4+1 (Rus-
sia, Iran, Iraq, Syria and Hezbollah) 
in September 2015. The Russian an-
nouncement came at the same time 
as ground troops and systematic air 
operations were being conducted by 

Armed men in 
uniform identified 

by Syrian 
Democratic forces 

as U.S. special 
operations forces 

ride in the back 
of a pickup truck 
in the village of 

Fatisah in the 
northern Syrian 

province of Raqa 
on May 25, 2016.

AFP PHOTO / DELIL 
SOULEIMAN
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the Russian armed forces in Syria. 
In December 2015, Saudi Arabia an-
nounced the formation of an “Islamic 

Coalition” of 34 largely Muslim na-
tions to fight terrorism, though not 
limited to ISIS.

These international coalitions to 
fight terrorism further emphasized 
the narrative of the Syrian uprising, 
which was limited to countering ter-
rorism regardless of the internal out-
look of the agency yet again confirm-
ing the regime’s original claims. As a 
result, the Syrian regime became the 
de facto partner in the war against ter-
rorism by its allies while supporters of 
the uprising showed a weak response. 
The international involvement at this 
stage focused on how to control the 
spread of ISIS and protect each actor 
from the spillover effects. The threat 
of terrorism coupled with the mas-
sive refugee influx into Europe and 
other parts of the world increased the 
threat levels in those states, especially 
after the attacks in the U.S., France, 
Turkey and others. Furthermore, the 

PYD-YPG present a unique case in 
which they receive military support 
from the United States and its region-
al allies, as well as coordinate and 
receive support from Russia and the 
regime, while at the same time pos-
ing a serious risk to Turkey’s national 
security. Another conflictual alliance 
is that of Baghdad; it is an ally of Iran, 
Russia and the Syrian regime; but 
it also coordinates with the United 
States army and intelligence agencies.

The allies of the Assad regime further 
consolidated their support of the re-
gime and framing the conflict as one 
against terrorism, used the refugee 
issue as a tool to pressure neighbor-
ing countries that supported the up-
rising. On the other hand, the United 
States showed a lack of interest in the 
region while placing a veto on sup-
porting revolutionary forces with 
what was needed to win the war or 
even defend themselves. The regional 
powers had a small margin between 
the two camps of providing support 
and increasing the leverage they have 
on the situation inside Syria in order 
to prevent themselves from being a 
target of such terrorism threats of the 
pro-Iran militias as well as ISIS.

In summary, the international com-
munity has systematically failed to 
address the root causes of the conflict 
but instead concentrated its efforts 
on the conflict’s aftermath. By doing 
so, not only has it failed to bring an 
end to the ongoing conflict in Syria, 
it has also succeeded in creating a 
propitious environment for the cre-
ation of multiple social and political 
clashes, hence aggravating the situ-

The international 
community has 
systematically failed to 
address the root causes 
of the conflict but 
instead concentrated 
its efforts on the 
conflict’s aftermath
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ation furthermore. The different ap-
proaches adopted by both the global 
and regional powers have miserably 
failed in re-establishing balance and 
order in the region. By insisting on 
assuming a conflictual stance rather 
than cooperating in assisting the vast 
majority of the Syrian people in the 
creation of a new balanced regional 
order, they have assisted the margin-
alized powers in creating a perpetual 
conflict zone for years to come. 

Security Priorities

The security priorities of regional 
and international actors have been 
in a realignment process, and the as-
pirations of regional hegemony be-
tween Turkey, Arab Gulf states, Iran, 
Russia and the United States are at 
odds. This could be further detailed 
as follows: 

The United States: Washington’s ac-
tions are essentially a set of convic-

tions and reactions that do not live 
up to its foreign policy frameworks. 
The “fighting terrorism” paradigm 
has further rooted the “results rather 
than causes” approach, by sidelining 
proactive initiatives and instead fo-
cusing on fighting ISIS with a tactical 
strategy rather than a comprehensive 
security strategy in the region. 

Russia: By prioritizing the fight 
against terror in the Levant, Moscow 
gained considerable leverage to ele-
vate the Russian influence in the Arab 
region and an access to the Mediter-
ranean after a series of strategic losses 
in the Arab region and Ukraine. Rus-
sia is also suffering from an exacer-
bating economic crisis. Through its 
Syria intervention, Russia achieved 
three key objectives: 

1. Limit the aspirations and choices 
of Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey 
in the new regional order.

2. Force the Iranians to redraft their 
policies based on mutual cooper-
ation after its long control of the 
economic, military and political 
management of the Assad regime. 

3. Encourage Assad’s allies to rally 
behind Russia to draft a regional 
plan under Moscow’s leadership 
and sphere of influence. 

Iran: Regionally, Iran intersects with 
Washington and Moscow’s prioritiz-
ing of fighting terrorism over dealing 
with other chronic political crises in 
the region. It is investing in fight-
ing terrorism as a key approach to 
interference in the Levant. The nu-
clear deal with Iran emerged as an 

With a lack of interest from 
Washington and the priority of 
fighting terror in the Levant, 
the GCC countries are only 
left with showing further 
aggression in the face of 
these security threats either 
alone or with various regional 
partnerships, despite U.S. 
wishes
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opportunity to assign Tehran as the 
“regional police,” serving its purpose 
of exclusively fighting ISIS. The direct 
Russian intervention in Syria resulted 
in Iran backing off from day-to-day 
management of the Syrian regime’s 
affairs. However, it still maintains 
a strong presence in most of the re-
gional issues – allowing it to further 
its meddling in regional security.

Turkey: Ankara is facing tough choic-
es after the Russian intervention, 
especially with the absence of U.S. 
political backing to any solid Turkish 
action in the Levant. It has to work 
towards a relative balance through 
small margins for action, until a 
game changer takes effect. Until then, 
Turkey’s options are limited to pursu-
ing political and military support of 
the opposition, avoiding direct con-
frontation with Russia and increas-
ing coordination with Saudi Arabia 
to create international alternatives to 
the Russian-Iranian endeavors in the 
Levant. Turkey’s options are further 
constrained by the rise of YPG/PKK 
forces as a real security risk that re-
quires full attention. 

Saudi Arabia: The direct Russian 
intervention jeopardizes the GCC 
countries’ security while it enhances 
the Iranian influence in the region, 
giving it a free hand to meddle in the 
security of its Arab neighbors. With a 
lack of interest from Washington and 
the priority of fighting terror in the 
Levant, the GCC countries are only 
left with showing further aggression 
in the face of these security threats 
either alone or with various region-
al partnerships, despite U.S. wishes. 

One example is the case in Yemen, 
where they supported the legitimate 
government. Most recently in Leba-
non, it cut its financial aid and des-
ignated Hezbollah as a terrorist orga-
nization. Riyadh is still facing chal-
lenges of maintaining Gulf and Arab 
unity and preventing the plight of a 
long and exhausting war. 

Egypt: Sisi is expanding Egyptian 
outreach beyond the Gulf region, 
by coordinating with Russia, which 
shares Cairo’s vision against popu-
lar uprisings in the Arab region. He 
also tries to revive the lost Egyptian 
influence in Africa, seeking eco-
nomic opportunities needed by the 
deteriorating Egyptian economic 
infrastructure. 

Jordan: It aligns its priorities with the 
U.S. and Russia in fighting terrorism, 
despite the priorities of its regional 
allies. Jordan suffices with maintain-
ing security to its southern border 
and maintaining its interests through 
participating in the so-called “Mili-
tary Operation Center - MOC”. It also 
participates and coordinates with the 
US-led coalition against terrorism. 

Israel: The Israeli strategy towards 
Syria is crucial to its security policy 
with indirect interventions to im-
prove the scenarios that are most 
convenient for Israel. Israel exploits 
the fluidity and fragility of the Syr-
ian scene to weaken Iran and Hez-
bollah and exhaust all regional and 
local actors in Syria. It works towards 
a sectarian or ethnic political envi-
ronment that will produce a future 
system that is incapable of function-
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ing and posing a threat to any of its 
neighbors.

During the recent Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation conference in 
Istanbul the Turkish leadership crit-
icized Iran in a significant move away 
from the previous admiration of that 
country but did not go so far as cut-
ting off ties. One has to recognize 
that political realignments are fluid 
and fast changing in the same man-
ner that the “black box” of Syria has 
contradictions and fragile elements 
within it. The new Middle East signi-
fies a transitional period that will wit-
ness new alignments formulated on 
the terrorism and refugee paradigms 
mentioned above. Turkey needs 
Iran’s help in preventing the forma-
tion of a Kurdish state in Syria, while 
Iran needs Turkey for access to trade 
routes to Europe. The rapprochement 
between Turkey and the United Arab 
Emirates as well as other Gulf States 
signifies a move by Turkey to diffuse 
and isolate polarization resulting 
from differences on Egypt and Libya 
and building a common ground to 
counter the security threats.

Opportunities and Policy 
Alternatives

The political track outlined in UNSC 
2254 has been in place and moving 
on a timeline set by the agreements 
of the ISSG group. The political ne-
gotiations aim to resolve the conflict 
from very limited angles that focus 
on counter terrorism, a permanent 
cease-fire, and the maintenance of 
the status quo in terms of power 
sharing among the different groups. 
This political track does not resolve 
the deeper problems that have caused 
instability and the regional security 
threat spillover. This track does not 
fulfill the security objectives sought 
by Syrian actors as well as regional 
countries.

Given the evolving set of regional 
alignments that has struck the region, 
it is important to assess alternative 
and parallel policies to remain an ac-
tive and effective actor. It is essential 
to look at domestic stabilizing mech-
anisms and spheres of influence with-
in Syria that minimize the security 
and terrorism risks and restore state 
functions in regions outside of gov-
ernment control. Local Administra-
tion Councils (LAC) are bodies that 
base their legitimacy on the processes 
of election and consensus building in 
most regions in Syria. This legitimacy 
requires further action by countries 
to increase their balance of power in 
the face of the threat of terrorism and 
outflow of refugees.

A major priority now for regional 
power is to re-establish order and 
stability on the local level in terms of 

The best scenario for regional 
actors at this point in addition 
to supporting the political 
track would be to support and 
empower local transitional 
mechanisms that can re-
establish peace and stability 
locally
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developing a new legitimacy based 
on the consensus of the people and 
on its ability to provide basic ser-
vices to the local population. The 
current political track outlined by 
the UNSC 2254 and the US/Russian 
fragile agreements can at best freeze 
the conflict and consolidate spheres 
of influence that could lead to Syria’s 
partition as a reality on the ground. 
The best scenario for regional actors 
at this point in addition to support-
ing the political track would be to 
support and empower local transi-
tional mechanisms that can re-estab-
lish peace and stability locally. This 
can be achieved by supporting and 
empowering both local administra-
tion councils and civil society orga-
nizations that have a more flexible 
work environment to become a soft 
power for establishing civil peace. 
Any meaningful stabilization project 
should begin with the transitioning 

out of the Assad regime with a clear 
agreed timetable.

Over 950 Local Councils in Syria 
were established during 2012-2013, 
and the overwhelming majority were 
the result of local electing of gov-
erning bodies or the consensus of 
the majority of residents. According 
to a field study conducted by Local 
Administration Councils Unit and 
Omran Center for Strategic Studies, 
at least 405 local councils operate in 
areas under the control of the oppo-
sition including 54 city-size coun-
cils with a high performance index. 
These Councils perform many state 
functions on the local level such as 
maintaining public infrastructure, 
local police, civil defense, health and 
education facilities, and coordinating 
among local actors including armed 
groups. On the other hand, Local 
Councils are faced with many finan-

A handout picture 
released by the 
official website of 
the Iranian Defence 
Ministry shows the 
Defence Ministers of 
Iran, Hossein Dehqan 
(C), Russia, Sergei 
Shoigu (L), and Syria 
Fahd Jassem al-Frei 
(R), as they meet for 
talks in Tehran on 
pressing the fight 
against opponents of 
the Syrian regime on 
June 9, 2016.

AFP PHOTO / IRANIAN 
DEFENCE MINISTRY 
/ HO
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cial and administrative burdens and 
shortcomings, but have progressed 
and learned extensively from their 
mistakes. The coordination levels 
among local councils have increased 
lately and the experience of many has 
matured and played important politi-
cal roles on the local level.

Regional powers need domestic part-
ners in Syria that operate within the 
framework of a state institution not as 
a political organization or an armed 

group. Local Councils perform essen-
tial functions of a state and should be 
empowered to do that financially but 
more importantly politically by rec-
ognizing their legitimacy and ability 
to govern and fill the power vacuum. 
The need to re-establish order and 
peace through Local Councils is a top 
priority that will allow any negotia-
tion process the domestic elements 
of success while achieving strategic 
security objectives for neighboring 
countries. 


