
What Peace for Syria?
Spheres of Influence,
the Sunni Opposition
and the day after

Ioannis-Sotirios Ioannou 
Zenonas Tziarras

Re-ImagInIng The eaSTeRn medITeRRanean SeRIeS: PCC RePORT 5/2020



About the Authors

Ιoannis-Sotirios Ioannou is a freelance journalist, a MENA expert and the co-founder of Geopo-
litical Cyprus (www.geopoliticalcyprus.org). He holds a BA and MA in International Relations and
European Studies from the University of Piraeus, Greece, and his work and commentary have ap-
peared in international publications and media. He is based in Nicosia, Cyprus, where he covers
regional and international affairs for Politis newspaper and is also an analyst with the Diplomatic
Academy of the University of Nicosia. He has covered wars in the MENA, identifies small arms,
and follows closely the latest dynamics of the Global Jihadism movement.

Zenonas Tziarras is a Researcher at the PRIO Cyprus Centre focusing on Eastern Mediterranean
geopolitics. He holds a PhD in Politics and International Studies from the University of Warwick
(UK) and worked as adjunct lecturer at the University of Cyprus, UCLan Cyprus and the Univer-
sity of Warwick. He also completed a Post-Doctoral Fellowship in the Department of Social and
Political Sciences of the University of Cyprus, and collaborated with a number of think tanks in
Cyprus and abroad on matters pertaining to foreign policy, international security, Turkey, the
Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean. Moreover, Zenonas has attended specialization
courses in International Security at the University of Delhi, India, training courses in Leadership
and Conflict Resolution at Koç University, Turkey, and has a certificate in Conflict Management
& Mediation Skills. He is a member in the editorial board of New Middle Eastern Studies 
and, among other publications, he edited The New Geopolitics of the Eastern Mediterranean

(2019), co-edited Kinship and Diasporas in Turkish Foreign Policy (2019), co-authored Turkey 
in the Eastern Mediterranean (2016, in Greek), and authored International Politics in 

the Eastern Mediterranean (2020, in Greek). He is the co-founder of Geopolitical Cyprus 
(geopoliticalcyprus.org).



WHAT PEACE FOR SYRIA?
SPHERES OF INFLUENCE, 
THE SUNNI OPPOSITION 
AND THE DAY AFTER

Ioannis-Sotirios Ioannou 
Zenonas Tziarras

Report 5/2020



Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
Hausmanns gate 7
PO Box 9229 Oslo
NO-0134 OSLO, Norway
Tel. +47 22 54 77 00
Fax +47 22 54 77 01
Email: info@prio.no
Web: www.prio.no

PRIO encourages its researchers and research affiliates to publish their work in peer-reviewed journals
and book series, as well as in PRIO’s own Report, Paper and Policy Brief series. In editing these series, we
undertake a basic quality control, but PRIO does not as such have any view on political issues. We
encourage our researchers actively to take part in public debates and give them full freedom of opinion.
The responsibility and honour for the hypotheses, theories, findings and views expressed in our
publications thus rests with the authors themselves.

© Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), 2020 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or utilised in
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without permission
in writing from the copyright holder(s).

ISBN: 978-82-343-0150-6 (online)

Production and Cover design:  Crystal Graphics



foreword .................................................................................................................................................... IV

IntroductIon .............................................................................................................................................. 1

dIplomatIc efforts and the peace process .............................................................................. 2

external players, spheres of Influence and proxy polItIcs ........................................... 6

mappIng the syrIan sunnI opposItIon ........................................................................................ 13

conclusIons – what peace for syrIa? ........................................................................................ 23

CONTENTS



IV

FOREWORD

The Report Series aims to explore the Eastern Mediterranean as a distinct geopolitical
space in the context of global and regional transitions. It conceptualizes the Eastern
Mediterranean’s new geopolitical identity both historically and theoretically and

looks at its security and politico-economic prospects. At the same time, it tracks the main
challenges that regional states face, and attempts to re-imagine the patterns of conflict and
cooperation by examining the potential of regionalism and inter-state cooperation in various
sectors. In doing so, the series makes recommendations about the way forward in addressing
important obstacles to further regional cooperation and with regard to the strategy that
could be followed towards designing a viable and sustainable regionalism project in the
Eastern Mediterranean. The series begins with the conceptualization of the Eastern
Mediterranean as a region and the specific sector of the environment as an entry point to
discussing a more expanded regional cooperation. It then moves to other policy sectors and
matters pertaining to the Eastern Mediterranean state policies and interests as well as to the
role of greater powers.

Dr. Harry Tzimitras
director, prIo cyprus centre
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1 “Civil War in Syria,” council on foreign relations. Available at:
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/civil-war-
syria#:~:text=According%20to%20estimates%20by%20the,million%20have%20been%20internally%20displaced.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been almost 10 years since the first protests in Syria led to civil war and soon after
to a more complex conflict, often resembling the Hobbesian description, “war of all
against all.” During these years much has happened. United Nations (UN) statistics record

that, as of January 2019, over 400,000 people have been killed, more than 5.6 million have
fled the country, and over 6 million have been internally displaced.1 Syria has become a
country of limited sovereignty, and is now de facto divided into a number of different zones
controlled by external powers as well as by various internal (armed) non-state actors.

This report will examine the trajectory and dynamics of the Syria peace process with
particular emphasis on the Syrian Sunni opposition and its important role in the conflict
balance, the peace process and the post-war Syria. We begin with a brief overview of the most
important milestones in the peace process, and then look at the proxy politics of external
powers and their impact on the (geo)political dynamics of the conflict. Next, we map out in
detail the Sunni opposition and its various factions, and look at how these affect the peace
process. Lastly, we draw conclusions on the future of the peace process and highlight, among
others, the challenges related to the high degree of external involvement and the likelihood
that the situation in Syria will turn into a protracted and intractable conflict.
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DIPLOMATIC EFFORTS 
AND THE PEACE PROCESS

On 1 July 2020, in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic, the presidents of Russia,
Turkey and Iran discussed the latest developments in Syria. Even during a
pandemic diplomacy over Syria continued; yet, in the last 10 years, no peace effort

has been successful. The Syria peace process has been/is a complex mixture of fractured
international diplomatic conferences, similar to the complicated mix of international and
local actors on the ground. To assess all these conferences would be a very demanding task,
and one that falls outside the scope of this report, as there were more than 30 meetings of
every type of negotiation at the international, regional and local level between 2011 and
2019. We do, however, look briefly at the conference highlights in order to familiarize the
reader with the diplomatic landscape and context of the various resolution efforts. Thus, we
examine  the UN-facilitated multiple-round negotiations in Geneva (from Geneva I all the way
to Geneva VIII), the Geneva process on the Syrian Constitutional Committee, the Vienna talks,
and since 2017 the Astana series of meetings and conferences (Astana process) through
which Russia, Turkey and Iran emerged as guarantor powers for Syria. The negotiation process
continues, for the most part without results. The Vienna negotiations of 2015 stand out, as
they provided the basis for UN Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015). To date this has been
the strongest UN resolution regarding Syria.

The Geneva Process
Despite the persistent failure to achieve a comprehensive settlement on the Syrian question,
the UN-led Geneva process has to date been the most important diplomatic effort. The second
round of these negotiations (January-February 2014) is notable for two reasons: 

n it put on paper the results of the diplomacy that had taken place during 2012-2013 and
set down the goals of a political transition in Syria; 

n it affected the dynamics within the Syrian opposition, gradually transforming the main
organis ations involved.

To a large extent, the Geneva process laid out the terms necessary for a political transition in
Syria and clarified how these terms were perceived politically by the Syrian actors (including
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the Bashar al-Assad regime and the Syrian opposition). The first Geneva conference conclusions,2

which paved the way for Geneva II (2014), clarified that a political transition in Syria must include:

n opportunities available to all Syrians for a shared future in the country 
n establishment of specific steps and a concrete timeframe for the realisation of these

opportunities
n a climate of safety, stability and peace
n a quick and reliable implementation of the above without further bloodshed and violence

Similarly, the steps leading to a political transition must include:

n creation of a transitional governing body with full executive powers; this could include
members of the government and the opposition, but must be formed by consensus

n participation of all groups and sections of Syrian society in a meaningful national dialogue
n re-examination of the country’s constitutional order and legal system
n free and fair multi-party elections for the state’s new institutions
n full representation of women in all aspects of the transition

Despite providing the framework for the steps necessary to stop the war in Syria, Geneva II
was limited by a power struggle between the West (United States and European Union) and
Russia concerning the status of Bashar al-Assad. This rivalry had been apparent since 21 August
2013, when a chemical attack against Ghouta3 led to tensions between Washington and
Moscow. The US accused Assad of using chemical weapons and Russia denied this flat out.
The then US Secretary of State, John Kerry, issued a strong statement against the regime,
insisting that Assad had no legitimation to remain in charge of a transitional government:
“There is no way, no way possible, that a man who has led a brutal response to his own people
can regain legitimacy to govern.”4 In response, the Syrian Foreign Minister, Walid Muallem,
stated that, “No-one in the world has the right to confer or withdraw the legitimacy of a
president, a constitution or a law, except for the Syrians themselves.”5 The conflict over
whether Assad could remain in power also played out with mutual recriminations between
the US and Russia. It should be noted that Iran also participated in Geneva II, and the country’s
Minister of Foreign Affairs said publicly that it was impossible for the process to arrive at a
political solution.

2 Marc Pierini (2013), “Can the ‘Geneva I’ Conference Bring Peace to Syria?,” carnegie europe, 20 December. Available at:
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2013/12/20/can-geneva-ii-conference-bring-peace-to-syria-pub-53993

3 BBC (2013), “Syria chemical attack: What we know,” 24 September. Available at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23927399

4 Reuters (2014), “Kerry says Syria’s Assad cannot in any way be part of transition,” 22 January. Available at:
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-crisis-kerry/kerry-says-syrias-assad-cannot-in-any-way-be-part-of-transition-
idUSBREA0L0HG20140122

5 BBC (2014), “Syria Geneva II peace talks witness bitter exchanges,” 24 January. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-25836827



Meanwhile, Geneva II led to the first serious rift between the Syrian National Coalition and
the Syrian National Council. The Syrian National Coalition withdrew from Syrian National
Council structures, complaining about its participation in the negotiations. Geneva II was a
landmark in the Syrian negotiation process as it marked the first time the Assad government
and the Syrian opposition sat at the same table. It was also important because it led to the
adoption of the general principles and goals of the negotiation, while it represented the major
negotiation process—that is, until Russia intervened in 2015 and radically changed the balance
of power on the ground.

Vienna Talks and UNSC Resolution 2254
At the conclusion of the Vienna Talks in December 2015, the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) unanimously adopted a resolution, 2254,6 that called for: all warring parties to cease
attacks on civilian targets; all member states to support efforts towards a ceasefire; the UN to
invite all parties to the negotiation table in January 2016. Moreover, the resolution called for
free elections under UN supervision within 18 months and a Syrian-led political transition. An
important aspect of this resolution is that it excludes from the settlement of the Syrian question
non-state actors – such as terrorist organisations ISIS/Daesh and the Al Nusra Front (Al Qaeda
in Syria – later Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, HTS). Even though the resolution was not effectively
enforced, it was invoked7 by Iran, Russia and Turkey as the legal basis for the first round of the
Astana negotiations in January 2017. Resolution 2254 was also referenced during all nego -
tiations held by the three guarantor powers and, at present, represents the most important
convergence of the international community for a diplomatic settlement of the Syrian conflict.
In September 2020, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov8 visited Damascus and, among
other things, reminded the country of the need for immediate and smooth implementation
of Resolution 2254. We can conclude, therefore, that the Vienna Talks were successful in
producing specific guidelines for action. 

From Vienna to Geneva III
The transition from the Vienna conference to the third Geneva round of negotiations (Geneva
III) offers telling examples of how developments on the ground in Syria so often torpedo the
peace process. Therefore, despite passage of UNSC Resolution 2254, which outlines on paper
the basis of the peace process, the situation on the ground, i.e., Russia’s military intervention
in Syria and Assad’s counter-offensive towards Aleppo, led to the failure of the Geneva process.

6 United Nations Security Council, S/RES/2254 (2015), 18 December. Available at:
https://www.un.org/press/en/2015/sc12171.doc.htm.

7 Al Jazeera (2017), “Astana joint statement by Iran, Russia, Turkey: in full,” 24 January. Available at:
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/01/astana-joint-statement-iran-russia-turkey-full-170124133951063.html.

8 The Moscow Times (2020), “Russian FM Meets Syria’s Assad on Rare Visit,” 7 September. Available at:
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/09/07/russian-fm-meets-syrias-assad-on-rare-visit-a71366.

2 What Peace for Syria?  Spheres of Influence, the Sunni Opposition and the Day After
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The Assad forces’ recapture of Aleppo in February 2016 was the most serious defeat the Syrian
armed opposition had yet faced, and the beginning of the regime’s return to military dominance.
The dynamics resulting from the fall of Aleppo strengthened the hand of Damascus and its
allies (Moscow and Tehran) at the negotiating table, and the opposition’s loss of Aleppo
weakened the case for a political transition without Assad. And because Turkey had failed to
overthrow Assad and could not convince the great powers to end support for the Kurds,
Ankara initiated a series of military interventions along the Turkish-Syrian border between
2016 and 2020. This created a new battlefront, between Turks and Kurds in northern Syria.

The role of less moderate actors within the Syrian opposition, as well as the way their
actions constrain the negotiating process, was also made apparent during Geneva III. A case
in point was the actions of Jaysh al-Islam. The participation in the peace process of Mohammad
Aloush,9 the brother of Jaysh al-Islam’s military commander, Zahran Aloush, radically changed
the dynamics within the SNC. It also provoked a strong Russian and Iranian reaction, as both
countries considered Jaysh al-Islam a terrorist organisation. The result of all this was that
Geneva III was the first process that did not focus on whether Assad could/would remain in
power, which the US had declared was an issue for the Syrians to decide, and Russia shifted
its attention to fighting terrorism ( i.e., ISIS).10

The first two rounds of negotiations in Geneva and the Vienna talks defined the course
of the Syrian peace process up to 2016. Despite having set the general principles of the
negotiations and bringing regional actors (Turkey, Saudi Arabia, etc.) to the table, the Geneva
process failed for the following reasons:

n failure of the great powers to arrive at an agreement over Assad’s future
n inability of different strands of the Syrian opposition to unite on the political or military

level
n rise of the Islamic State between 2014 and 2016, which changed the nature and the pri -

or ities of the Syrian conflict,11 adding new challenges to negotiations as well as increasing
sectarian violence

n international actors’ insistence on an outcome on the ground, especially important after
Russia became actively involved during a critical juncture for the military survival of the
Assad regime, which was followed by Turkey’s interventions. These actions changed the
character of the Syrian peace process by rendering Turkey, Russia and Iran guarantor
powers.

9 Aloush finally became the chief negotiator for the Syrian opposition and resigned in 2016 after the failure of the UN-
backed Geneva process. 

10 Aron Lund (2017), “The Syrian rebel who built an Islamic paradise,” politico, 4 January. Available at:
https://www.politico.eu/article/zahran-alloush-the-syrian-rebel-who-built-an-islamic-paradise-military-middle-east-isis/.

11 Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan (2015), IsIs: Inside the army of terror, New York: Regan Arts.



The Astana Process
The Astana12 negotiations are a typical example of a parallel diplomatic process, since they
developed when the Geneva talks hit a snag and failed to produce results. At the same time,
due to increased Russian and Turkish (as well as Iranian) involvement in the conflict, Astana
turned the peace process into a negotiation among the trio of Syria’s so-called guarantor
powers. The negotiations began in January 2017 when the Geneva process had been
essentially frozen for a year. There have been many negative appraisals of the Astana process,
but we cannot deny that it produced tangible results insofar as it achieved a ceasefire and 
a cessation of hostilities. We might even say that it was a more practical process compared
to the Geneva negotiations, since the participating countries are also militarily active on 

the ground.
Yet many analysts and scholars argue—and correctly so—that the Astana process has

changed the Syrian crisis from an international problem to local one, involving only Russia,
Iran and Turkey. Moreover, it is argued that it has been used as a tool to sidestep implementation
of UN resolutions while also preventing Western involvement. Yet we must note that the
Astana process does in fact invoke UNSC Resolution 2254, despite having de facto bypassed
the Geneva talks. The Astana process has also changed the effort to reach a negotiated
settlement in two ways:

n it has essentially moved the discussion away from the initial, and fundamental, call of the
Syrian opposition to remove Bashar al-Assad from power;

n it has introduced a process of consultation among the armed groups that are supported
by Turkey, Iran and the Assad regime, cutting off Syrian armed groups from political actors
in the Syrian opposition — thus severing a relationship that had always been problematic.

In 2015, Russia held a number of unofficial preparatory meetings in Astana involving armed
groups close to Turkey, Assad’s representatives and militia supported by Iran. The intention
was to bring about de-escalation in specific regions of Syria. This dynamic continued beyond
the negotiating table through direct meetings between Putin and Erdogan, and in 2018 led
to the creation of the Idlib buffer zone (northwest Syria), increasing Russian and Turkish
military presence on the ground. From this perspective, and as we elaborate further below, it
could be argued that the Astana process has not contributed to an overall peaceful outcome
in Syria.13 For example, the September 2018 Sochi agreement on Idlib and the September
2019 agreement on northeast Syria were bilateral agreements (between Moscow and Ankara)

12 Kazakhstan’s capital has been renamed Nur-Sultan since 2019, but the rounds of negotiations are already known as the
Astana process.

13 Charles Thépaut (2020), “The Astana Process: A Flexible but Fragile Showcase for Russia,” the washington Institute for
near east policy, PolicyWatch 3308. Available at: https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/the-astana-
process-a-flexible-but-fragile-showcase-for-russia.

4 What Peace for Syria?  Spheres of Influence, the Sunni Opposition and the Day After
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that circumvented all other actors. If we regard the Astana process as a tool used by Moscow
and Ankara to obtain political power, then we must acknowledge that it was primarily a tactical
process: it led to a ceasefire and the redistribution of power on the ground, but it was not a
meaningful dialogue representing all actors. And yet, because of this process Russia, Turkey
and Iran have worked together on issues such as fighting terrorism, and have even occasionally
achieved concrete results, including military de-escalation on the ground. Clearly, external
actors have played a decisive role throughout the entire conflict and it seems unlikely that this
will change in the (near) future.  



6

EXTERNAL PLAYERS, SPHERES OF
INFLUENCE AND PROXY POLITICS

There is no doubt that the situation in Syria has been complicated by external inter -
vention. From the outset it was apparent that Syria was of great interest to numerous
international players because of its history, its geographical position, and its

international relations. Western powers intervened and supported the opposition, hoping to
overthrow Assad and weaken Iran (and the Shiite axis more generally). While Turkey was
initially lenient towards Assad, Erdogan soon supported regime change with the aim of
empowering a pro-Muslim Brotherhood (MB) – and, therefore, pro-Turkish – government.14

Iran and Lebanon’s Shiite Hezbollah stood firmly with Assad and were instrumental in his
political and military resilience. In 2015, the Russians intervened on Assad’s side and were
pivotal in shifting the power balances, countering ISIS and other opposition forces and
helping Assad take back many of the lost territories.

Now, in 2020, territorial gains, divisions and spheres of influence have become clearer,
although a number of fronts remain open, unstable and interconnected vis-à-vis the settlement
of the conflict, as well as associated with certain external (state) and domestic (non-state)
actors. The Syrian regime has managed to recapture most of its territories with the support of
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah—although not without a cost, i.e., these countries’ political influence
and even military presence in Syria. Hezbollah and Iran are heavily influential in the regime-
controlled territories, with Iran supporting numerous local Shiite proxies (just like in Iraq) to
maintain influence and reduce its direct presence,15 while Russia is dominant in western Syria,
and particularly the coastal areas (i.e., Latakia and Tartus).16

14 Bayram Balci (2012), “Turkey’s Relations with the Syrian Opposition,” carnegie endowment for International peace, 13 April.
Available at: https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/04/13/turkey-s-relations-with-syrian-opposition-pub-47841;
Yasemin Akraba and Özgür Özdamar (2013), “Ethnicity, Religion and Foreign Policy: Turkish-Syrian Relations since the
1980s,” in Raymond Hinnebusch and Özlem Tür (eds), turkey-syria relations: Between enmity and amity (Surrey:
Ashgate), pp.131.  

15 Golnaz Esfandiari (2020), “Analysts See Little Change in Iran’s Strategy in Syria, despite Reports of Withdrawal,” radio
free europe radio liberty, 15 May. Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/tactical-change-or-withdrawal-iran-s-syria-
strategy-analyzed-amid-reports-of-force-reductions/30614695.html; Philip Smyth (2019), “The Shia Militia Mapping
Project,” the washington Institute for near east policy. Available at: https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-
analysis/view/the-shia-militia-mapping-project. 

16 Mohanad Hage Ali (2019), “Power Points Defining the Syria-Hezbollah Relationship,” carnegie middle east centre, 
29 March. Available at: https://carnegie-mec.org/2019/03/29/power-points-defining-syria-hezbollah-relationship-
pub-78730; “Russia aims to boost military facilities in Syria,” dw, 30 May 2020. Available at: https://p.dw.com/p/3d0FZ. 
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Although both Russia and Iran (and its Shiite allies) aimed to protect the Assad regime,
which they eventually managed to achieve, their ultimate objectives were quite different.
Russia wanted foremost to show its strength and claim a place in a post-American world; but
it also wanted to secure its strategic interests in Syria, its access to the Mediterranean Sea and
its foothold in the Middle East. On the other hand, Iran and its Shiite proxies wanted to expand
their presence in the country and strengthen their control over the regime, not least to acquire
a tactical advantage vis-à-vis Israel – an approach that Russia did not support.17 These
dynamics have forced Assad into a constant balancing act between Iran-Hezbollah and Russia,
which naturally further complicates the conflict. And yet there are at least two additional broad
fronts that must be considered if we want to fully understand the conflict landscape in Syria:
north and northwest Syria; the territories east of the Euphrates and the Deir Ez Zor area.

North and Northwest Syria (Idlib)
Turkey has since 2016 intervened militarily four times in Syria (2016, 2018, 2019, 2020), thus
creating four zones of control along the Turkish-Syrian border, three of which are
interconnected (i.e., from Jarablus all the way to Idlib). In chronological order, these are: the
Jarablus-al Bab-Azaz zone controlled with the Euphrates Shield Operation (2016-2017); the
Afrin canton captured with Operation Olive Branch (2018); the Tell Abyad-Ras Al Ayn zone
controlled with Operation Peace Spring (2019); northwest Idlib controlled with Operation
Spring Shield (2020) (see Map 1).

Map 1: Turkey’s Military Operations and Zones of Control in Syria

17 Mohanad Hage Ali (2019), “Power Points Defining the Syria-Hezbollah Relationship.”

source: https://syria.liveuamap.com/. adapted by authors.



As such, Turkey went from merely supporting proxy armed opposition groups – and
particularly the umbrella organization of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) – to actually recruiting
and integrating them in Turkish military operations conducted in Syrian territories. For
example, when the Euphrates Shield Operation was mounted, the FSA consisted of groups
such as Ahrar al-Sham, the Sultan Murad Division, Jays al-Tahrir, Al-Mutasim Brigade, the Nour
al-Din al-Zinki Movement, the Salahaddin Brigade, and the Hamza Division.18 With a significant
push from Turkey, these and other opposition groups were later, in 2019, united under the
banner of the Syrian National Army (SNA) and under the command of the Syrian Interim
Government, excluding more radical groups such as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), Huras al Din,
and the Turkestan Islamic Party.19

Effectively, Turkey acquired control over a powerful proxy force and gradually brought
under its control large swaths of territory. In these territories Ankara made significant demo -
graphic, administrative and economic alterations that arguably demonstrated a logic of
annexation and increased Turkey’s influence over the established zones.20 Moreover, Turkey’s
military operations in Syria achieved two additional important objectives: to directly combat
the organizations Turkey perceived as terrorist and a threat (specifically the Kurdish PKK-
affiliates PYD/YPG, and ISIS);21 and to gain leverage on a political and diplomatic level. It is no
surprise that Turkey has become a central player in Syria, and now discusses and negotiates
on equal terms with Iran and Russia, in the context of the Astana process, about the future of
the conflict. Nor is it a surprise, then, that despite their differences Russia and Turkey collaborate
on the ground, particularly in northwestern Syria.

The province of Idlib in northwestern Syria is perhaps the most important remaining
hotspot of the conflict, at least at this stage, given that it hosts the greatest number of opposition
forces and, most notably, the HTS (formerly the al-Nusra Front), among other radical groups.

18 Murat Yeşiltaş, Merve Seren and Necdet Özçelik (2017), operation euphrates shield: Implementation and lessons learned
(Ankara: SETA), p.22. Available at: https://setav.org/en/assets/uploads/2017/11/R97_Euphrates.pdf. 

19 Ömer Özkizilcik (2019), “Uniting the Syrian Opposition: The Components of the National Army and the Implications of
the Unification,” seta analysis no. 54, p.8. Available at: https://setav.org/en/assets/uploads/2019/10/A54En.pdf; Engin
Yüksel (2019), “Strategies of Turkish proxy warfare in northern Syria: Back with a vengeance,” clingendael cru report,
pp. 6-7. Available at: https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2019-11/strategies-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-
northern-syria.pdf.

20 See, Khalil Ashawi, Sarah Dadouch and Orhan Coskun (2017), “In Schools and Hospitals, Turkey Carves North Syria
Role,” reuters, 12 October. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-turkey/in-schools-
and-hospitals-turkey-carves-north-syria-role-idUSKBN1CH2A5; Kyle Orton (2017), “Turkey’s Role in Syria,” moshe
dayan center for middle eastern and african studies, 16 August. Available at: https://dayan.org/content/turkeys-role-
syria; Haid Haid (2017), “Post-Isis Governance in Jarablus: A Turkish-Led Strategy,” chatham house, 26 September.
Available at: https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/post-isis-governance-jarablus-turkish-led-strategy#;
Amberin Zaman (2017), “Syria’s New National Security Force Pledges Loyalty to Turkey,” al-monitor, 25 January.
Available at: https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/01/turkish-police-video-syria.html. 

21 Yüksel (2019), “Strategies of Turkish proxy warfare in northern Syria: Back with a vengeance.”

8 What Peace for Syria?  Spheres of Influence, the Sunni Opposition and the Day After
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Tensions over Idlib run high, as Assad has been gradually advancing from the south and east
towards the Turkish border, aiming to recapture the entire province. However, Idlib was also
part of a 2017 agreement among Russia, Turkey and Iran with regard to de-escalation,22 and
also part of a 2018 agreement between Russia and Turkey for the stabilization of the de-
escalation areas.23 Based on the latter, a demilitarized zone 15-20 km deep was to be
established, all radical terrorist groups were to be removed from that zone, conflicting parties
in the demilitarized zone were to be disarmed, and joint patrols were to be conducted along
the boundaries of the zone by Russian and Turkish forces.24

The ceasefire has of course been violated multiple times since then and the agreement
was never fully implemented, especially with respect to the withdrawal and disarmament of
conflicting parties. Furthermore, the advances of the Assad regime heightened tensions
between Russia and Turkey; while Turkey attempted to stop Assad’s advance with Operation
Spring Shield, this action also risked a direct confrontation with Russia. As a result, Turkey now
controls a zone in northwest Idlib and in March 2020 it reached an agreement with Russia for
two Security Corridors (6 km wide each): one on the north side (Turkish/opposition-controlled)
of the M4 highway (to be secured by Turkey);  one on the south side of M4 (to be secured by
Russia). Russian and Turkish forces are to jointly patrol the M4 highway itself (see Map 2
below).25 It is thus evident that, despite tensions, the Turkish-Russian relationship has been
and is both resilient and operational, if not to the benefit of both countries, at least in a working
transactional manner. This can also be seen in how they deal with their divergent interests 
in Libya. The fact of the matter is that both Ankara and Moscow will remain key players in
the Syria conflict not only on a diplomatic level but also in terms of the post-conflict political
and constitutional order of the country, the future of Assad and the armed opposition – be it
radical or not.

22 “Memorandum on the creation of de-escalation areas in the Syrian Arab Republic,” the ministry of foreign affairs of the
russian federation, 6 May 2017. Available at: 
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2746041. 

23 “Memorandum on Stabilization of the Situation in the Idlib De-escalation Area,” 17 September 2018. Available at:
https://www.peaceagreements.org/viewmasterdocument/2169. 

24 Ibid.
25 By Isable Ivanescu and John Dunford (2020), “Pro-Regime Forces in Idlib Posture for Resumption of Offensive,” Institute

for the study of war, 20 May. Available at: http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/pro-regime-forces-idlib-
posture-resumption-offensive; Reuters (2020), “Turkey, Russia agree secure corridor and joint patrols in Syria’s Idlib,” 
5 March. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-turkey-russia/turkey-russia-agree-secure-
corridor-and-joint-patrols-in-syrias-idlib-idUSKBN20S2E3?feedType=RSS&feedName=topNews. 



Map 2: Situation in Idlib March 5- May 20, 2020

26 “Syria civil war: Kurds declare federal region in north,” al Jazeera, 17 March 2016. Available at:
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/03/syria-civil-war-kurds-declare-federal-system-north-160317111902534.html.

27 Peter Baker, Helene Cooper and David E. Sanger (2015), “Obama Sends Special Operations Forces to Help Fight ISIS in
Syria,” new york times, 30 October. Available at:
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/31/world/obama-will-send-forces-to-syria-to-help-fight-the-islamic-state.html. 
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East of the Euphrates and Deir Ez Zor
Another important front – connected to developments in northern Syria – lies east of the
Euphrates river. When the Syrian civil war broke out, the PYD/YPG managed to control a
number of cities (including many Kurdish-majority ones) in northern Syria. The Kurdish-
controlled territories consisted of the Afrin, Kobane and Cezire cantons, and became de facto
autonomous in 2012. Later, in the context of the fight against ISIS, the Kurdish forces expanded
their territories even further and in 2016 declared their autonomy as a “federal democratic
system” within Syria.26 The constant support that the Kurds enjoyed from the Western coalition
against ISIS and especially from the US, with “boots on the ground” since 2015,27 created a de

source: Institute for the study of war
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facto ‘demarcation line’ between western and eastern Syria along the Euphrates river—
a boundary that roughly separated the Russian-Iranian sphere of influence from the 
American one.

Although an in-depth analysis of the Kurdish aspect of the Syria conflict is not within the
scope of this report, it is worth noting that it constitutes a very significant (geo)political and
constitutional issue in the discussion on the future of Syria and the peace process itself. And
not only because of the role that the Kurds may or may not have in a post-conflict Syria; also
important are: how the Kurdish element is intertwined with the American presence and
interests in the country and the region; how Ankara perceives the PYD/YPG as an existential
security threat and is willing to go to great lengths to counter or eliminate it if/when it feels
threatened by it. This dynamic means that the Kurdish issue complicates relationships among
Russia, the US and Turkey and, by extension, the very peace process itself and settlement of
the conflict.

Related is the issue of the Deir ez Zor area. Essentially, the city is located on the regime-
controlled west banks of the Euphrates, but the broader Deir ez Zor Governorate extends well
into the Kurdish-controlled territories of eastern Syria. It is an area that all the involved actors
want to control because of its oil and gas fields (see Map 3 below).

Map 3: Deir Ez Zor Governorate and Hydrocarbon Fields

In darker brown the deir ez Zor governorate and with black dots the various hydrocarbon fields. 
source: financial times



The most recent in a long series of incidents in the area occurred when Russian and
American ground patrols collided,28 while a few days earlier a US base in Deir ez Zor was
attacked with rocket shells by “unidentified persons.”29 The fight against ISIS and the pursuit
of stability in (north)eastern Syria has for some time been a reason for Russian-Syrian and US-
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) patrols, which have become a tool for marking each actor’s
sphere of influence and control. Particularly over the past year, efforts by the Assad regime
and Russian forces to expand their presence into eastern Syria have become more pressing
and salient as American troops have reduced their numbers. It is likely that Russia will even
seek to exploit the possibility of further US withdrawal—i.e., replace Washington as the backer
of the SDF and push the US out of Syria more generally if given the opportunity.30

From this perspective, there is no question that international power shifts and great-power
politics influence the geopolitical dynamics in Syria. The trajectory of American foreign policy
and the degree and form of its commitment to the SDF will certainly have an impact on how
things progress, at least on the eastern Syria front, and it will also potentially affect the future
political role of the Kurds. Lastly, the possibility of Russia further consolidating its presence
and influence in eastern Syria – and the potential of a growing American power vacuum –
could also affect the peace process dynamics. Namely, it could weaken the UN-led efforts and
strengthen the Astana process. 

In the next section we delve into the Syrian opposition, and particularly the Sunni groups
that comprise it, aiming to map out the most important actors as well as their significance for
the conflict dynamics and the peace process.

28 Eric Schmitt (2020), “U.S. Troops Injured in Syria After Collision with Russian Vehicles,” new york times, 1 September.
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/26/world/middleeast/pentagon-russia-syria.html.

29 “Rocket attack on US occupation base in Deir Ezzor countryside,” syrian araba news agency, 19 August 2020. Available
at: http://sana.sy/en/?p=200372.

30 Sirwan Kajjo (2020), “Russia Eyes Military Expansion in Northeast Syria,” Voa news, 3 June. Available at:
https://www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/russia-eyes-military-expansion-northeast-syria; Eva Kahan (2020),
“Warning: Russia Escalates In Eastern Syria,” Institute for the study of war, 9 September. Available at:
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/warning-russia-escalates-eastern-syria.
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MAPPING THE SYRIAN SUNNI OPPOSITION

To precisely map the Syrian opposition to the Assad regime now, almost a decade
since the conflict began, is complex. This is primarily due to the political, ideological
and ethnically fractured character of the Syrian conflict, wherein the Syrian

opposition has undergone numerous phases and transformations. For the purposes of this
paper, our classification concerns three main actors: the so-called Syrian National Coalition
(SNC),31 as the initial umbrella-organisation for the Syrian opposition; the SNC’s political
expression, namely the Syrian Interim Government (SIG); the post-2017 de facto government
of Idlib province, known as the Syrian Salvation Government (SSG). In addition, we briefly
look at the Kurds of Syria (Kurdish National Alliance in Syria, HNKS) and, to the extent that this
can help the analysis, the Muslim Brotherhood of Syria.

These actors are useful for highlighting the role of external actors in the formation of a
body politic that opposes Assad’s authority; but it is also important to investigate the
developments that affect the interaction among opposition forces, given their failure to
overthrow the Assad regime. Political organisations of the Syrian left, the Yazidis and the
Assyrians, remain active in the opposition as well, specifically through their participation in
some of the existing opposition groups. However, their impact on developments that take
place on the ground and at the diplomatic level is not considered as decisive as that of other
actors and, therefore, they remain outside of the scope of this report.

It should also be noted that Turkey’s dynamic military interventions32 in the country since
2016, as well as the current situation in the Idlib province, have had a real effect on both the
viability of the SIG and on the future of the SSG, given its connections to Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(i.e., the al-Nusra Front/HTS). It is important for the purposes of this mapping to address the
ways in which these organisations draw internal or external legitimacy and international
financial assistance, as well as their connections to particular armed factions in the Syrian
opposition. It is also essential to examine how they participate in international diplomatic
efforts aimed at a political solution for Syria. Furthermore, a look into the Muslim Brotherhood

31 Also called National Coalition for Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces, but henceforth SNC.
32 Metin Gurcan (2020), “Assessing the Post–July 15 Turkish Military: Operations Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch,”

the washington Institute for near east policy, Policy Notes 59. Available at:
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/assessing-the-postjuly-15-turkish-military-operations-
euphrates-shield-and.
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of Syria during 2011-2019 can contribute to a better understanding of the ideological history
of these organisations and the development of Syria’s political uprising in 2011 into a
fragmented civil war involving regional and international powers.

Finally, the Kurdish issue – which is connected to the national security concerns of both
Syria and Turkey – demands special attention. The reason for this is that when Kurdish groups
involved in the Syrian opposition are not clashing with each other, they tend to focus on the
local level and Kurdish-dominated areas, and to approach the notion of a federal post-war
Syria as a model of self-governance that would unite all Kurdish factions within the country. It
should be noted that Kurdish organisations (mostly Syrian Kurdish organisations that are not
PKK-related) have participated actively in all rounds of the peace process, in both Geneva and
Astana. Of course, the only exception to this has been the powerful Kurdish Democratic Union
Party (PYD), since Turkey has blocked its participation on the grounds of its ties to the PKK.
Lastly, it is important to note that the Kurds are not represented in the Syrian Constitutional
Committee.

Characteristics of the Syrian Sunni Opposition  
To fully analyse the Syrian peace process, it is crucial to understand not only the organisations
comprising the opposition, but also their particular political, ideological and ethnic-religious
backgrounds. We can distinguish three categories in which these organisations differ:

n area of activity, namely, whether they operate within Syria or outside the country
n external support, and whether it comes from state or non-state actors 
n ideological background and political aims for Syria’s future

The third category is the most complex, as the constant shift in ideology among the opposition
groups, combined with the situation on the ground, make it extremely difficult to form a
cohesive Syrian opposition. The agenda of the Syrian opposition groups has been affected
even further because of the monopolisation of the peace process by Russia, Turkey and Iran.
While the initial goal of the (Western-backed) opposition was the overthrow of the Assad
regime and the transition into a new political order, after Russia’s 2015 intervention the
opposition focused on a political transition with or without Bashar al-Assad. The situation
today, after four Turkish military operations in Syria, is significantly different. The country’s
failing economy together with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic33 have led to concerns
over the viability of the Assad government and the nature of its relations with Moscow. Beyond
the immediate questions of how to achieve a comprehensive ceasefire and how to deal with

33 Assiya Hamza (2020), “Covid-19: ‘If there was a severe outbreak in Syria, there would be a bloodbath,” france 24, 23
April. Available at: https://www.france24.com/en/20200423-covid-19-if-there-was-a-severe-outbreak-in-syria-
there-would-be-a-bloodbath.
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international Islamic terrorism, it is clear that, in the context of efforts for a political solution
and post-conflict reconstruction, the Syrian opposition remains fractured by ideology and
diverging political agendas.

The Syrian National Coalition and the FSA
In 2012, the Syrian National Coalition (SNC) was created in Doha, Qatar, and remains to this
day the main outlet for the Syrian opposition’s political expression. It is distinct from, and must
not be confused with, the National Council of Syria34 (NCS), which withdrew from the umbrella-
organisation after the second round of the Geneva process in 2014 (the roles of the NCS and
the Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood are analysed below in a separate section).
However, the SNC remains operationally connected with the NCS, since many of its members
relate to or have an ideological affinity with various expressions of the Muslim Brotherhood
in Syria. The SNC is the most important actor in the Syrian opposition, as since 2013 it has
enjoyed international recognition from several European states including France and Germany,
the United States, and organisations including the Arab League and the European Union (EU).
While this does not represent a de jure recognition, it nevertheless offers the SNC a certain
degree of legitimacy, at least from external powers. This can be explained by the above-
mentioned actors’ refusal to recognise as legal any legislative or administrative actions carried
out in Syrian territory by the SNC (which essentially means that the Assad government
continues to be internationally recognised).

In the Arab-Muslim world, the SNC is recognised by Turkey, Qatar, Yemen (Hadi government)
and Saudi Arabia. Other European Union member states that recognise the SNC are the United
Kingdom (UK), Norway, Spain, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Denmark and
Belgium. The Australian government also recognises it. In the field of diplomacy, Paris, London,
Doha and Washington have accepted SNC representatives with the rank of ambassador.
Ideologically speaking, the SNC encompasses a wide spectrum of Syrian Sunnis who are
opposed to the Assad government. The SNC constitution states that its strategic aims include
the replacement of Bashar al-Assad and the unification of all Syrian armed groups (such as the
Free Syrian Army, FSA) under a new military institution that will replace the Assad government’s
security apparatus (Syrian Arab Army, SAA). As part of its ideology the SNC also opposes actors
that support the Assad regime, essentially pointing to Iran. The organisation’s anti-Iran, anti-
Shiite character has been consistently revealed by public statements condemning Tehran’s
policies in the region and by organisations that support Assad, e.g., Lebanon’s Hezbollah. The
SNC also changed its position on Russia after Putin’s 2015 intervention, and prominent SNC
leaders have lobbied for sanctions against Russia at the EU level.

34 Also called Syrian National Council, but here called National Council of Syria for purposes of clarity.
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Despite international recognition, the SNC remains cut off from developments on the
ground in Syria because most of its members are Syrian expatriates.35 Further problems arose
in 2014 over its relationships with the NCS and Kurdish actors, especially since the creation of
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and the battle to take Raqqa back from ISIS have led to
increased competition and tension with the Sunni Arab military factions. These factors
delegitimise the SNC even further, not least given the recent turns of events and the regime’s
gradual military recovery.

Even if today the Syrian armed opposition is fractured, the first iteration of the FSA was in
essence the military wing of the SNC, at least until 2012. As we shall see, however, a large
portion of the original FSA diverged politically from the Geneva negotiations and the decisions
of the Syrian opposition. Military interventions – by Russia in 2015,36 and by Turkey in 2016 –
have created tensions within the armed opposition in terms of its role as the SNC’s military
wing. Due to the gradual transformation of the FSA into the SNA,37 and its evolution into a
satellite of Turkey, we can affirm that the SNC no longer has a military wing.

The Syrian Interim Government
The Syrian Interim Government (SIG) is the main face of the Syrian opposition, and it operates
as a parallel government to the Assad regime on the ground. Created in 2013 in Turkey, and
with direct funding from the USA, the SIG was the Syrian opposition’s first attempt to establish
itself as a legitimate governmental entity complete with portfolios, a prime minister and the
mandate to administer areas under their control, including those regions of Idlib and Aleppo
not controlled by the Assad regime. Taking advantage of its geographical proximity to the
Turkish-Syrian border, the SIG established trade and interaction with Turkey. At the height of
its power, which corresponded with the Astana round of negotiations, it ruled over a large
portion of Idlib to the point of administering local elections for 12 district councils and 400
community councils. Its mission and goals were outlined in 2016 by its then prime minister,
Jawad Abu Hatab, in an interview with Al Monitor,38 and included the need to repatriate 
Syrian dissidents in areas controlled by the Syrian armed opposition, and the need to gain
further external legitimacy. Abu Hatab’s abdication in March 2019, however, weakened the 
SIG considerably, and resulted in its transformation into a satellite government dependent 
on Turkey.

35 BBC (2013), “Islamist rebels in Syria reject National Coalition,” 25 September. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24239779.

36 Mona Alami (2015), “Can FSA get back on its feet after Russian intervention?,” al-monitor, 30 December. Available at:
https://web.archive.org/web/20160304084956/http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/12/free-syrian-
army-morale-russia-strikes.html.

37 Ömer Özkizilcik (2019), “Uniting the Syrian Opposition: The Components of the National Army and the Implications of
the Unification,” seta analysis no. 54, p.8. Available at: https://setav.org/en/assets/uploads/2019/10/A54En.pdf

38 Sardar Mlla Drwish (2016), “‘Syrian Interim Government’ still seeks legitimacy amid violence,” al-monitor, 11 October.
Available at: https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/10/syria-interim-government-pm-regime-violence.html
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Further strengthening the bond with Turkey is the FSA’s gradual evolution from an armed
opposition group into a Syrian National Army operating within the SIG’s territorial confines.
The election of Syrian Turkmen Abdurrahman Mustafa as prime minister has sparked new
dynamics, as  apparent in SIG support of Turkish military actions against the Kurds of northern
Syria, as well as the Turkmen militia’s recent collaboration with Turkish forces in the Libyan
civil war (after January 2020).39 Today, the SIG is the main political body representing the Syrian
opposition, both inside and outside Syria. In fact, during the recent COVID-19 pandemic, it
was the SIG, with the aid of Turkey, that organized efforts to control the health crisis.

The Syrian Salvation Government
The situation in Syria mid-2017, and the concentration of multiple armed groups in Idlib
province, created the conditions for further fracturing, as these factors exacerbated the
numerous frictions within the opposition and ultimately led to armed conflict between the
FSA and various jihadi groups. Al-Qaeda Syria’s long-term presence in Idlib40 (Al-Nusra Front),
and its gradual transformation post 2016 from an international jihadist organisation to a local
Salafist militant group led to the creation of HTS (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham).41 Since then the HTS
has been the main armed group in Idlib province, cooperating with some armed opposition
groups and clashing with others.

In November 2017 the HTS created a de facto parallel government (i.e., the Syrian Salvation
Government, SSG), which led to political and military conflict with the SIG.42 Like the SIG, the
SSG represents a number of religious, ethnic-sectarian and political nuances of the Sunni
population of Syria and, also like the SIG, the SSG functions through structures such as ministries.
At the same time, the involvement of Riad al-Assad, a former Syrian army official who was a
founder of the FSA in 2011, adds to the potential of partially legitimising this parallel govern -
ment. However, the SSG also retains ties with Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, a prominent Syrian
member of Al Qaeda in Iraq (later Al Qaeda in Syria, or HTS). His role is central to the dynamics
in Idlib, given the failure of the Assad regime to retake the district thus far. Jolani is a special
case in terms of his politics and ideology in relation to the role of global Salafi jihadism in Syria.43

39 For a complete list of the active Turkish proxies (related to Turkmeni militias and the National Syrian Army) involved in
Libya, see the latest reports from AFRICOM, available at https://www.africom.mil/

40 Cafarella Jennifer (2014), “Jabhat Al Nusra in Syria: An Islamic Emirate for al Qaeda,” Institute for the study of war, Middle
east security report 25. Available at: http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/JN%20Final.pdf.

41 Aymen Jawad al-Tamimi (2018), “From Jabhat al-Nusra to Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham: Evolution, Approach and Future,”
Konrad-adenauer-stiftung. Available at: https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=8cfa4cdb-e337-
820d-d0bd-4cd998f38612&groupId=252038.

42 Manhal Bareesh (2020), “How and Why Idlib Defied its Jihadi Overlords: Contentious Politics in the Syrian Conflict,”
carnegie middle east center. Available at: 
https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/05/15/how-and-why-idlib-defied-its-jihadi-overlords-pub-81811.

43 According to several Open Source Intelligence (OSINT) sources, Abu Mohammed al-Jolani confirmed in public that his
real name is Ahmed Hussein al-Shara’a. Born in 1980/81 (aged 39-40) in the Golan Heights, he studied “Media” for two
years at the Damascus University before traveling to Iraq in 2003 to fight in the lines of the AQI (al Qaeda in Iraq) against
the Americans.
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At the same time, the HTS is a strong military actor. This further complicates the effort to
legitimise the Syrian opposition, due to the HTS’s ideological connections with international
Islamic terrorism.

Diplomatic efforts to resolve the Syrian conflict have proven unsuccessful – from the failed
Geneva rounds of negotiations to the Astana negotiations. The ever-increasing fragmentation
of the Syrian conflict, the transition from the 2011-2012 events to a full-blown conflict after
2013 and a range of other factors (e.g., the Kurdish issue, the rise of the Islamic State, Russian
involvement, Turkish military interventions, etc.) have turned the initial issue, i.e., the removal
of Assad, into just one part of the complex Syrian conflict. Our mapping and analysis of the
many distinct components of the Syrian opposition illustrate very clearly the almost impossible
task of unifying these disparate groups. The chance for a meaningful peace process leading
to a political transition also seems impossible, given the political, religious and ideological
differences among opposition groups. These are evidence of the range of distinct visions for
post-war Syria, as well as the extent and character of state and non-state actor involvement.

The Syrian opposition’s gradual shift from political activism to armed insurrection has left
no room for more moderate voices or a political process that could ensure restructuring of
power on the basis of inclusivity and pluralism. The current situation could even be called “a
peace process in the absence of the Syrian people” given that:

n a large part of the country’s population has been forced to leave the country as refugees44

n political actors within the Syrian opposition have been consistently absent from discus -
sions taking place outside the country – this is true even today, due to the creation of
opposition organisations and parallel structures in the Gulf countries and Turkey

n there has been the involvement of world powers such as the US and Russia, as well as the
Kurdish issue and Turkey’s subsequent interventions, the growth of extremist groups
such as Al Qaeda/HTS and the Islamic State, and the involvement of regional powers such
Iran, Qatar and Saudi Arabia

The Kurds
The Kurdish issue could have been a separate study in and of itself. And while extensive analysis
of the issue falls outside the scope of this report, it is, nevertheless, important to note. The
Kurdish uprising in the 2014-2019 period (starting with the resistance at the battle of Kobani
and ending with the liberation of Raqqa from ISIS) served to foreground their self-determi -
nation movement and the question of Syrian Kurdish participation in governing post-war Syria.
These actions led to their becoming an important part of the Syria equation.

44 According to UNHCR, the pre-war population of the Syrian Arab Republic was estimated at 22 million (2017), including
permanent residents. As of September 2020, there were more than 5.5 million Syrian refugees, most of them in: Turkey
(3,616,735), Lebanon (879,598), Jordan (659,673), Iraq (243,011), Egypt (130,047), and other countries. Updated data at
UNHCR: https://bit.ly/2EjqTx2.
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Tension between Sunnis and ethnic Kurds in Syria, as well as the establishment of self-
governance structures in Kurdish-controlled areas, work against any unity of the Syrian
opposition. The conflict between the SNC and the Kurds, and the SNC push to retake Raqqa
from ISIS, are only two examples of such tension. The SDF, which emerged in 2015 as a force
to represent the entire Syrian ethnic and religious landscape, and was supported by the West
and the EU, has put further pressure on the SNC. As a result, some members of the Syrian Sunni
opposition left its ranks and joined the SDF. Also, inclusion of the PYD (ideologically a sister
party to the PKK) in the SDF prompted a strong Turkish reaction, i.e., leading them to continue
to block Kurdish participation in negotiations for Syria’s future. Moreover, PYD involvement
has led to direct conflict between Sunni and Kurdish armed groups.45

Yet the conflict between Sunni and Kurdish Syrians is paradoxical: until 2011 both groups
were oppressed by the Assad regime,46 and together they had taken to the streets to protest
the regime and demand change and a transition into democracy. To complicate matters
further, Syrian Sunnis, found mostly around Idlib, are unsure what they can expect from the
opposition, given that they live their lives under two parallel local governments. The question
of Idlib’s future will, in effect, determine the future efforts for a diplomatic outcome in Syria.

COVID-19 and the “Reconciliation”
Two additional, recent, circumstances have been important in reshaping the goals of the Syrian
opposition. First, the country is experiencing a brutal economic crisis, with its currency
increasingly  devalued; at the same time the pandemic is causing a food crisis.47 Second, the
Assad government has initiated a process of “national reconciliation,”48 which does not
primarily target the SNC, given that the regime does not have the capacity to handle their
reinstatement to the country, but prioritizes militants who operate within the country.
Furthermore, the macroeconomic side effects of the devaluation of the Syrian currency have
allowed Turkey to introduce its own national currency in areas under its de facto control.49 In
the short term, this policy can prop up the SIG, but in the long term it promotes the political
and economic assimilation of Syrian territory by Turkey, regardless of Assad’s final fate.

45 Footage of fierce clashes between Kurds and the Turkish backed Syrian National Army can be found here
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tIJwVCW1FdQ. 

46 The clashes between Assad and the Kurds in 2004 are known as the “Qamisli Riots.” 
47 Phoebe Sleet (2020), “How Syria’s Economic Difficulties have Caused a Food Crisis,” future directions International, 

10 June. Available at: 
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/how-syrias-economic-difficulties-have-caused-a-food-crisis/. 

48 Natasha Hall (2019), “The aftershocks of reconciliation in Syria: reflections on the past year.” atlantic council, 17 April.
Available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/syriasource/the-aftershocks-of-reconciliation-in-syria-
reflections-on-the-past-year/.

49 France 24 (2020) “Syria’s Idlib adopts Turkish lira in place of plummeting pound,” 15 June. Available at:
https://www.france24.com/en/20200615-syria-s-idlib-adopts-turkish-lira-in-place-of-plummeting-pound.
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Food prices in Syria have risen to their highest levels since the onset of civil war in 2011. In
mid-2020, the cost of wheat doubled as the value of the Syrian pound plunged by more than
two-thirds and COVID-19 restrictions impacted the economy and the food/supply chain.50

There are now potentially some million people who are food insecure, an increase of nearly
1.5 million compared to the final months of 2019 (pre-COVID-19). Ongoing wheat shortages
have worsened the problem:  when the Assad regime struggled to provide subsidised bread,
it quickly became available on the black market (at up to ten times the original price).51

With regard to “national reconciliation” efforts, the call to former activists / fighters to return
to areas controlled by the Assad regime could prove problematic for the opposition, as well
as for the future integration of citizens in a post-war Syria. There are conflicting accounts of
the criteria for those who decide to surrender to the regime: some sources maintain that all
men and women between the ages of 18 and 55 who wish to resettle will have to make an
application;52 other sources contend  that only those involved with dissident groups or their
international backers, or with armed groups, with the mass media or with the opposition must
apply.53 It would appear that the process differs in each region, according to the level of
resistance against Assad and the political entity that will retain control (whether the regime,
Iran or Russia). Those required to ‘surrender’ and apply for reinstatement must present
themselves to a designated office where they complete and sign a series of documents, a
process that usually takes 10 to 45 minutes.

The first document covers the applicant’s personal information, contact details, work
history, political affiliation, criminal record and trips abroad, as well as names of any relatives
who are active against the regime.54 The second document comprises 12 detailed questions
regarding the applicant’s participation in anti-government activities, including protests, armed
insurrection between 2011 and 2013, and ‘terrorist activities.’ The applicant is also expected
to submit information on rebel groups in their region, including names, locations and activities
of leaders, as well as the locations of arms or explosives. The details of this process that have
been made public have created friction among members of the Syrian opposition and have
led to recriminations and instances of political or sectarian violence, in addition to personal
disputes (vendettas). The resulting process of political transition does not seem to serve the
stated goal of national reconciliation. 

50 According to the IMF, a US dollar costs around 2.500 Syrian pounds. For updates in the value of the Syrian currency visit
https://www.imf.org/en/Countries/SYR.

51 Arab Weekly (2020) “Severe bread shortages loom for Syria with supply shortfall,” 10 July. Available at:
https://thearabweekly.com/severe-bread-shortages-loom-syria-supply-shortfall

52 Interviews conducted by Ioannis-Sotirios Ioannou in 2019 with anti-regime civilians who went through the process. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Sameer Arabi and Leila Hilal (2016), “Reconciliation, Reward and Revenge: Analyzing Syrian De-escalation Dynamics

through Local Ceasefire Negotiations,” conflict dynamics International and Berghof foundation. Available at:
https://www.berghof-
foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Papers/AraabiHilal_SyrianLocalCeasefireNegotiations.pdf. 
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We can here conclude that there actually has been little progress since the last diplomatic
attempt to resolve the Syrian conflict. One could argue that this is not only due to the
behaviour of the Assad regime, but that it also derives from the current make-up of the Syrian
opposition.

The Role of the Muslim Brotherhood
The Muslim Brotherhood (MB) in Syria played a key role in the formation of the Syrian
opposition after the events of 2011. The MB was crucial in the establishment of the NCS
government and held the majority of seats, although its initial success in dominating the NCS
soon led to tensions with the external actors that had supported it. The crisis peaked in 2012,
leading to reduced support from Qatar, the US and Saudi Arabia, and its eventual form as the
SNC (see above).

Despite internal disagreements in the Syrian opposition, the MB retained a strong political
influence over its structures. This political capital, however, did not assure it a central role in the
peace process and, as Dara Conduit noted, the MB’s role within the Syrian opposition tended
to be disrupting rather than unifying.55 During the Geneva II conference, some MB members
supported the process while some in the opposition boycotted it, and the MB was divisive in
2013-2014 when internal rivalries in the SNC concerning the election of presidents caused a
breakdown. For example, the MB loudly criticized the appointment of a non-MB member of
the NGO Syrian Human Rights Committee (SHRC) as the SNC ambassador to London.56

The MB failure as a reliable political actor in the Syrian opposition was apparent throughout
the Syrian crisis, especially with regard to the situation in Idlib. Although prior to 2011 the MB
was the most organized faction of the opposition against the Assad family, it soon succumbed
to its innate political weaknesses. The MB failed to initiate a political process57 that would unify
the various opposition groups and was unable to convince expatriate Syrian elites of the need
for a political transition. Furthermore, a long history of persecution by the Assad regime led
the MB to sever ties with Syrian society; as a result, it failed to address public concerns,
especially after the escalation of the war after 2012. Early on, and rather easily, the MB was
able to dominate other opposition factions58 through sheer numbers, but it failed miserably
to legitimize itself inside Syria as the opposition’s main representative. Further, some MB
members were sympathetic to more radical factions on the ground and facilitated the arming
and funding of Sunni militant groups instead of promoting a peaceful political transformation.

In 2014 the Muslim Brotherhood changed radically because of its political relationship to
Turkey. The AKP government has historical ties with the Syrian MB and often sheltered its

55 Dara Conduit (2019), the muslim Brotherhood in syria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), p. 167. 
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid. p. 171.
58 Ibid. p. 163. 
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persecuted members in the years prior to 2011. After Turkey became actively involved in the
Syrian question, the MB and other opposition groups moved their base to Turkey. In this
context, Ankara showed clear support to those SNC actors who were allied with the MB.
Conduit points out that Turkey’s disproportionate political and military support of the MB led
to the evolution and differentiation of its non-members from the rest of the opposition.59

Finally, Turkey’s military interventions in Syria also shifted the MB’s priorities: during Operation
Euphrates Shield in 2016, the most important armed opposition groups (e.g., the National
Liberation Front (NLF) and Faylaq al-Sham) prioritized Turkey’s strategic goals to limit Kurdish
influence over their conflict with the Assad regime.60

Thus, and in summary, despite being one of the most highly organized Syrian opposition
groups prior to 2011, the Muslim Brotherhood failed to become a dominant political force and
limited itself to being just one element in the fractured opposition. Although it was diplo -
matically involved in the peace process, it was unable to serve as a catalyst, especially due to
the further involvement of international and regional powers through the Astana process.

Table I: Summary of Syrian Sunni Opposition

59 Ibid. p. 173. 
60 Interview conducted with two SNA fighters on Telegram by Ioannis-Sotirios Ioannou. 
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CONCLUSIONS – 
WHAT PEACE FOR SYRIA?

In the last few years, the Syrian conflict has shifted from a constructive diplomatic dialogue
to a scenario of conflict resurgence, negotiated ceasefires and de-escalation zones—the
last usually agreed between Russia and Turkey (e.g., the truce in Idlib negotiated by

Vladimir Putin and Recep Tayyip Erdogan in March 2020).61 After almost a decade of war and
multiple external interventions, we must question whether the peace process is taking place
for the benefit of Syrian citizens, or if perhaps the Syrian issue has become a protracted,
intractable conflict that will be decided by international and regional powers. Despite the
fact that the negotiation processes promoted by the international community (such as the
Geneva and the Astana processes) are focused on the questions of political transition and
constitutional changes, any effort to bring peace to Syria hinges on three key factors:

n The future of Assad himself and the survival or not of his regime
n The extent to which Syrian citizens (exiles, Sunni opposition, Kurds and other ethnic-

religious groups) will have a real involvement in and ownership of the peace process, so
that the peacebuilding model will be sustainable and lead to post-war stability and
reconstruction

n The serious security issues related to territories over which Turkey has established de facto
political and military control, as well as the future of regional and international threats
such as the transnational and local Salafist jihadist movement62

The COVID-19 pandemic and the economic crisis in Syria have further intensified the already
dire living conditions in the country and created additional pressures on countries directly or
indirectly involved in Syria. These crises are also accelerating developments on the ground,
especially in northwest Syria and particularly Idlib, where the situation remains uncertain,

61 Andrew Roth (2020), “Russia and Turkey agree ceasefire in Syria,” the guardian, 5 March. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/05/russia-and-turkey-agree-ceasefire-in-syrias-idlib-province

62 A UN Investigation indicates that in the areas under de facto Turkish control there are violations of human rights. The
same applies to areas under the de facto control of the Salafist Hayat Tahrir al Sham. See the September 2020, UN’s
Commission of Inquiry Report on Syria, available here: https://undocs.org/A/HRC/45/31. 
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unstable and prone to conflict. At the same time, international and regional developments in
the Eastern Mediterranean regional subsystem, combined with tectonic shifts in the Middle
East (e.g., the UAE-Israel peace deal), have subsumed the Syrian issue into an especially
dynamic context. The outcome of these dynamics is inextricably linked to the question of if
and when there will be an end to the hostilities, a restart of negotiations and, finally, a relatively
stable and sustainable peace.

The peace process must be called out for a number of serious mistakes and oversights,
including the total inability of all actors, especially the UN, to address the Syrian issue through
an international conference, comparable perhaps to the Paris Conference after World War I or
the Dayton Accords in the aftermath of Yugoslavia’s civil war in the 1990s. The goal – at least
for the next ten years – would ideally be to establish some sort of peace in Syria. In the initial
stage, this peace would entail a full cessation of hostilities across Syrian territory, as well as
three basic elements:

n The gradual and safe repatriation of millions of refugees
n The rebuilding of the country’s critical infrastructure with international contribution
n A real national reconciliation process, which would also eventually lead to a meaningful

process of political transition

More generally, it has become evident that the involvement of outside actors has deprived
the Syrian peace process of any real meaning. This issue remains an enormous problem, not
only because of the interference/involvement of countries such as Russia, Iran and Turkey, but
also because of mistakes made by the West and the lack of diplomatic tools and structures
that could produce tangible results. It is clear that too many of those directly involved are now
blocked from participating in the peace process or have been excluded from the outset. Two
of the most important examples are the Syrian Sunnis and the Syrian Kurds.63

To break the current political and diplomatic deadlock, we suggest a number of measures
that might be useful:

n The full enforcement of UN Security Council Resolution 2254, i.e., with no restrictions and
with no preconditions. This would require not only UN enforcement, but also estab lish -
ment of processes to ensure its application on the ground  

n Greater and more meaningful representation in peace talks of all Syria’s ethnic-religious
groups. No local actors should be excluded from international discussions/negotiations

n Systematic disarmament of groups that are ideologically liked to international terrorism
(Al Qaeda/HTS, Islamic State, Hezbollah, PKK). Security Sector Reform (SSR) in the Syrian
state will be necessary for stabilization of the country 

63 the new york times (2019), “Abandoned by U.S. in Syria, Kurds Find New Ally in American Foe,” available at
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/middleeast/syria-turkey-invasion-isis.html



25conclusions – what peace for syria?

n Careful attention to the repatriation of Syrian refugees to their areas of origin, and a
repatriation that aims for their smooth and dignified reintegration

n Provision of international developmental aid to areas whose critical infrastructure has
been destroyed, such that they become habitable

n A comprehensive plan for areas that are de facto controlled by third countries; this will
ensure the territorial integrity of the country and enshrine this principle on the diplomatic
level

n A cross-border dialogue among all countries in the region, especially bordering countries
(Iraq, Turkey, Israel, Lebanon), focused on eliminating objective security risks (such as the
activity of ISIS on the border with Iraq, and PKK activities on the border with Turkey). Even
though this aspect was put forward in Geneva and Astana, it was never the focus of a
meaningful dialogue with countries in the region, but only a starting position for the
interlocutors 

Ten years on—since the initial 2011 uprising in Syria—what progress has been made? ISIS is
resurgent, global Al Qaeda/HTS remains potent, the important city of Daraa is again becoming
a battleground, and the frictions between Israel and Damascus, Ankara and the Kurds persist.
It remains to be seen whether a peace process can produce stability in the country and put an
end to the most catastrophic conflict of the 21st century. 
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Since the outbreak of the conflict almost 10 years ago, Syria has become a country

of limited sovereignty. It is now de facto divided into a number of different zones

controlled by external powers as well as by various internal (armed) non-state

actors. This report will examine the trajectory and dynamics of the Syria peace

process with particular emphasis on the Syrian Sunni opposition and its important

role in the conflict balance, the peace process and the post-war Syria. It begins with

a brief overview of the most important milestones in the peace process, and then

looks at the proxy politics of external powers and their impact on the (geo)political

dynamics of the conflict. Next, it maps out in detail the Sunni opposition and its

various factions, and looks at how these affect the peace process. Lastly, the authors

draw conclusions on the future of the peace process and highlight, among others,

the challenges related to the high degree of external involvement and the

likelihood that the situation in Syria will turn into a protracted and intractable

conflict.
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