
SYRIA CRISIS BRIEFING

A Collision Course for Intervention

The Syrian crisis has taken a decisive new turn in the last week. 
President Bashar al-Assad’s own future is now significantly less 
relevant to whatever will happen next in the country and external 
intervention, in some form, is now significantly more likely.

In this Briefing, experts detail the risks and challenges of intervention 
in Syria. Our contributors delve further into the internal and 
external aspects of this conflict, offering a sobering assessment of 
the prospects for Syria and the region. 

The assassinations of senior officials at the heart of the Assad 
regime on Wednesday 18 July gave a decisive new impetus to 
opposition forces and confirmed that this crisis was finally tipping 
from an anti-government rebellion into a sectarian civil war. Assad 
is not in control of his forces, though he may still be guiding the 
overall strategy. Instead, his commanders – such as his younger 
brother commanding the 4th Division and the Republican Guard– 
appear to be making their own decisions and working with Alawite 
militias like the Shabiha to terrorise neighbourhoods across 
Syrian cities as diverse as Deraa, Homs, Aleppo and the suburbs 
of Damascus. Opposition groups have never been united and 
are partly antagonistic to each other. They are prepared to make 
common cause in some cases with fundamentalist Islamic groups 
and Al-Qa’ida related organisations. The stage is set for a vicious 
civil war that may be defined by religious and ethnic boundaries, 
even if it is not about them. This is not inevitable, but it is now 
more likely than not. 

Bashar al-Assad’s family may already have left the country – a key 
indicator of morale around any leadership under pressure. Whether 
Assad himself is persuaded to step down, flees the country, or 
is arrested or killed in the fighting to come, is no longer the key 
determinant of Syria’s future. The moment has passed in which an 
internationally sponsored political settlement – the UN’s Kofi Annan 
plan – might have preserved a fragile order in Syria to buy time 
for more peaceful political change. The same dynamic of sectarian 
violence that was seen in the former Yugoslavia from 1991 onwards, 
in Kosovo in 1999, or Sierra Leone in 2000, is increasingly evident 
now across the major cities of Syria. This is the element that turns 
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of the wider effects of the crisis; in some 
respects, military intervention has already 
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a Syrian crisis to a Levant crisis and from 
there presages a wider instability across the 
Middle East
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narrowing as the crisis worsens.
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Syria into a different sort of crisis. Its implications are reverberating around 
the Middle East and increasingly within western capitals.

As in those previous cases, the regional implications of this dynamic of violence 
are more a driver of international diplomacy than the human misery inside 
Syria itself. The internal meltdown is already having a major effect on inter-
communal relations in Lebanon and risks provoking a new Lebanese civil war 
as the Hizbullah movement, which has depended so heavily on Assad, tries 
to shore up its Alawite ally next door. As this Briefing indicates, the stage is 
set for a proxy contest between Iranian-backed groups in Lebanon alongside 
the Alawite/Shia forces in Syria and Iraq; pitted against Saudi backing for 
a successor Sunni government in Syria, allied to the majority in Lebanon, 
the Sunni minority in Iraq, and essential financial backing for Jordan. An ‘arc 
of proxy confrontation’ between Iran and Saudi Arabia (as opposed to an 
uncontested, Iranian ‘Shia crescent’ suggested by King Abdullah of Jordan a 
few years ago)  is likely to follow the fall of the Alawite elite in Syria that will 
set the terms of Middle East for a generation. 

This is not Libya in the Maghreb where societies were relatively unconnected 
from their neighbours. In the Levant the politics of Syria and Lebanon cannot 
be divorced from stability issues in Jordan and Iraq, or from the fearful 
reactions of Turkey and Israel. The problem of containing the Syrian conflict; 
preventing it sparking even greater violence, fragmenting neighbouring 
countries and even provoking cross-border invasions, is now more urgent 
than dampening the violence inside Syria itself. Refugee flows into Lebanon, 
Jordan and Turkey are potentially destabilising in themselves where refugee 
camps provoke their own radicalism of the dispossessed. Not least, the 
possibility of Syria’s chemical weapon stocks being moved around, or out of 
the country, being stolen or still more being used in any conflict, increases 
the sense of imminent international conflict that is gripping the region. 
Already Israel has hinted at action in the event of chemical weapons falling 
into Hizbullah hands. 

For these reasons the question of some sort of western intervention in Syria 
has shifted from a predilection to stay out of the conflict in any physical sense 
to an awareness that intervention is looking increasingly likely. We are not 
moving towards intervention but intervention is certainly moving towards us. 
For western policy-makers the issue is rapidly resolving itself into questions 
over the purposes and most appropriate modes of intervention. Indeed, in 
some important respects, western intervention has already commenced.

The purposes matter. An effective UN resolution remains extremely unlikely 
in the face of Russian and Chinese hostility. But with Saudi Arabia leading 
an increasingly assertive Arab voice in the situation, Western powers are 
faced with a growing dilemma over whether again to pitch into support for 
one side in a civil war, as in Libya, or do what they can to bolster stability in 
Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan and to dissuade Israel and Turkey from precipitate 
action when they feel the situation is tipping against them. 
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Already, it is believed that western intelligence and special force operations 
are actively underway to obtain as much relevant information as possible 
on the ground, and cyber operations are a key determinant in negating the 
relatively sophisticated air defence and military command structure that 
Syria possesses. Western countries have backed the growing supply of arms, 
via Arab sources, to rebel forces for some months now. Several Russian ships 
carrying a range of military equipment for the Assad regime are already at 
sea and a UK naval task force is on its way to the Eastern Mediterranean. 
Its purpose is to be prepared to evacuate foreign nationals from the region 
should that become necessary, but it also provides a potential core for a 
bigger force if the evacuation role is extended.

However loathe western governments have been to embrace a creeping 
intervention in the Syria crisis, the events of recent days have created a step 
change in the situation that will make a hands-off approach increasingly 
difficult to maintain. This Briefing analyses the changing political dynamic, 
not to recommend or condemn any particular course of action, but to 
understand the implications of the situation as it evolves.

Professor Michael Clarke is Director-General of RUSI.
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Options for Intervention

By Colonel (Rtd) Richard Kemp

Intervention may choose us
Recent hits against the regime, especially in Damascus last week, show a 
growing capability among opposition military forces and what looks like an 
increasing trend of disenchantment and defection among hitherto reliable 
regime elements. This could lead to a rapid unraveling of Bashar al-Assad’s 
regime; conversely it could inspire a hardening and entrenching spirit among 
his loyalists. Whichever scenario plays out, we may well see long-term and 
perhaps intensifying violence and civil war in Syria, with potential to spread 
out across the region. Whether or not Assad falls, the question of military 
intervention will remain a live issue. 

External intervention has been under way in Syria for months, with Russia 
arming the regime. At the same time Saudi Arabia and Qatar, with US and 
Turkish facilitation, have been arming and funding the opposition; and this 
covert support has been substantially responsible for the progress opposition 
forces have made in recent weeks. Western political leaders may have no 
appetite for deeper intervention. But as history has shown, we do not always 
choose which wars to fight – sometimes wars choose us. 

Assad is at present intent on continuing to cling to power, and if the situation 
worsens yet further for his regime, he could well lash out even more violently 
and recklessly than hitherto. In 1982 the Syrian Army massacred between 
20,000 and 40,000 of their own citizens in the city of Hama in just three weeks. 
Paul Schulte outlines in this Briefing the range of risks associated with Syria’s 
chemical and biological weapons stockpile. Some of Syria’s huge stockpiles 
of chemical weapons have recently been moved for reasons we do not yet 
know. Might Assad use sarin nerve agent, mustard gas or cyanide either 
against his own people, against neighbouring countries that he blames for 
fueling the Syrian insurgency, or against Israel? Would Western and Middle 
Eastern nations be able to avoid further intervention in such circumstances, 
or if the conflict otherwise threatened to engulf Syria’s neighbours? 

Assad’s allies and enemies
But could the West realistically intervene more directly in the teeth of 
Russian and Chinese opposition? At present there is no reason to believe 
either country’s stance will change, even to tacit acceptance of Western-
led intervention. It is possible the Russians are now planning some sort of 
action of their own to further bolster Assad or install a suitable replacement. 
Anticipating Russian action and counter action would have to be a major 
factor in any Western intervention plan. The Russians are certainly capable 
of bold and unexpected moves, as we witnessed in the Russia-NATO 
confrontation at Pristina Airport, Kosovo, in 1999.

It is certain also that Iran would attempt to counter any direct external 
intervention. For Iran, it is strategically vital that Syria remains a staunch 
ally. The ability of the Iranians to support Hizbullah and the Shia population 
in Lebanon is dependent on this strategic partnership, not to mention the 
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importance of Syria in Iran’s wider regional Shia-Sunni power struggle. The 
Iranians would provide weapons, materiel and probably elements of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) to support Assad, as they did 
successfully with the Shia militias in Iraq. 

On the other side, the strategic objectives of Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 
with whom Western intervention would be allied, would need to be factored 
into decision-making. Their support for the mostly Sunni Syrian rebels against 
the Allawite regime is of course motivated entirely by a desire to undermine 
Iranian-led Shia dominance in the region. 

Options
As General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, said 
recently: ‘Of course there is always a military option’.1 The top-of-the-range 
option, destruction of the Syrian armed forces through an Iraq-style ‘shock 
and awe’ invasion, could undoubtedly be achieved by a US-led coalition. As 
with all other forms of intervention, however, handling the aftermath would 
be far less predictable, and could draw coalition forces into a long-running 
and bloody quagmire.

At present that option can be excluded as a realistic possibility. 
Notwithstanding the success of NATO’s eventual intervention to stop the 
Bosnian slaughter in the 1990s, Western experiences of invasion and its 
aftermath in Iraq and Afghanistan during the past ten years would make any 
such proposition virtually unthinkable among political leaders and hugely 
unpopular with their electorates. 

And while all military intervention is costly, in the current economic climate 
a major multinational operation on the scale that would be required for 
Syria would likely be considered prohibitively expensive for any cause short 
of national survival. A key lesson from Iraq and Afghanistan is that very 
large scale and very expensive military forces would be needed for such an 
expedition – for the long haul, and not just in the early stages

The remaining intervention options fall broadly into three sometimes 
overlapping categories. The selection of options from one or more of these 
categories would be situation-dependent and determined by the principal 
emphasis of a coalition’s mandate and strategic objectives. 

The first category is military enforcement action to reduce or end the 
violence in Syria. This category might have two objectives, again perhaps 
overlapping. The first objective is to prevent Assad’s forces from attacking 
the civilian population by direct action. The second is seeking to bring about 
regime change by a combination of support for opposition forces and direct 
military action. 

The second category might apply in the aftermath of regime collapse. 
The objective would be to support a post-Assad government by helping 
to stabilise the country and protect the population against inter-factional 
violence and retribution. 
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Intervention in both of these categories would preferably be conducted 
under UN mandate but could be implemented by a US-led coalition, perhaps 
based on NATO forces. A stabilisation force would be deployed at the request 
of the new government. In any intervention scenario there might be a need 
to either destroy or secure Syria’s chemical weapons, if they were about to 
be used, transferred or otherwise made insecure. This would require such 
specialised and potentially substantial combat forces, it is likely to be a 
mission that only the US could execute. 

The third category is humanitarian relief – bringing in supplies and medical 
aid to besieged populations, assisting them to leave areas dominated by 
violence where their lives and safety are at risk and providing protected 
zones where they can find safety and shelter. This form of intervention, 
which would most likely be conducted under the auspices of the UN, would 
require aid agencies such as the International Red Crescent as well as armed 
military forces including air power, again perhaps based on a NATO coalition. 
Humanitarian relief might be needed before or after a change of regime.

Intelligence requirements
There have been reports in the media of British, French and American Special 
Forces already operating inside Syria.2 This would certainly make sense, 
and it is highly likely that some Western Special Forces and intelligence 
resources have been in Syria for a considerable time. This is further detailed 
in Shashank Joshi’s contribution to this briefing. Before any intervention, 
detailed intelligence is required, and in this situation the most important 
intelligence can only be gained by clandestine operations by Special Forces 
and national intelligence agencies on the ground.

Understanding the Syrian National Council, the Free Syrian Army and the 
multifarious other elements that make up the opposition is perhaps the 
key intelligence requirement. Strategically, a deeper understanding of the 
ideology, agenda and dynamics of each of the major groups and their links 
with each other and internationally is required. Although events over the past 
week have demonstrated the growing capability of the armed opposition, 
the present picture appears to be of a deeply divided array of opposition 
groups, lacking in any current or prospective coherence that could lead to 
a viable alternative regime. This lack of unity would present perhaps the 
greatest practical obstacle to any effective military intervention.

Questions to be answered include how these groups might behave in the 
event of regime collapse. Would intervention result in replacement of the 
current murderous regime by something as reckless, brutal and extreme 
– or even more so? Syrian society is permeated with deep divisions along 
tribal, sectarian and socio-economic lines. These could further be violently 
exposed in the post-Assad era, with a possibility of even worse bloodshed 
than we have seen hitherto, leading to the settling of old scores and bloody 
retribution among rivals.

A further key intelligence question would be what preparations the Assad 
regime and its supporters are making against what they must now recognise 
as the increasing possibility of being ousted. It is likely that plans are being 



Collision Course for Intervention | www.rusi.org/syria8

RUSI SYRIA CRISIS BRIEFING

laid for Iranian-supported violent Allawite resistance to a new regime. It is 
possible that Russia, too, might separately play a role if it believed there 
was a possibility either of Assad regaining power, or of installing a suitable 
successor. Intervention plans that could help bring about this situation would 
of course need to take account of how to contain such resistance rather than 
see a continuation of the current civil war, perhaps even bloodier, but with 
roles reversed.

A better insight is needed on the activities and relationships of Al-Qa’ida3 
and other Syrian and international Salafist jihadists that are now entering 
the country in increasing numbers. The floodgates are likely to open even 
further as international jihadists are emboldened by signs of significant 
opposition progress against the regime. Such elements have the support of 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar and would undoubtedly have a role in Syria following 
the collapse of Assad. 

The scope of their involvement would need to be factored into intervention 
planning. What military, political and security challenges would they then 
present in the country, to the region and to the West? Issues include 
the possibility of an Islamist-dominated or influenced regime inheriting 
sophisticated weaponry, including anti-aircraft and anti-ship missile systems 
and chemical and biological weapons that could be transferred into the 
hands of international terrorists.

At the tactical level, intelligence would be needed to identify the most 
effective groups, and how best to support them. It would also be essential to 
know how they operate, and whether support might assist them to massacre 
rivals or carry out indiscriminate attacks against civilians, something we have 
already witnessed among Syrian opposition groups.

This intelligence work would also require details of the vulnerabilities of 
the Syrian government and armed forces, and identification of human 
intelligence assets on the ground to provide on-going, real-time coverage, 
as well as putting in place the necessary communications systems. This 
would be vital should it become likely that intervention forces would actively 
support opposition groups or carry out strikes against regime forces. Any 
success achieved against government targets could quickly be undermined 
if intervention forces were to inadvertently inflict civilian casualties or 
mistakenly hit the very opposition forces they were intending to support, 
both of which occurred during the Libyan intervention.

Clandestine operations 
Beyond the realms of intelligence collection, clandestine operations 
conducted by military Special Forces and national intelligence agencies play 
an important role in establishing contact and developing relationships with 
key political and military opposition leaders, and setting up lasting channels 
of communication with them.

Other clandestine options could include sabotage, encouraging and 
supporting a coup d’etat against the regime and working to further increase 
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defections of senior Syrian military and political figures, possibly even whole 
military units. 

Assisting the opposition in their information warfare efforts could also be 
significant in undermining support for the regime both inside and outside 
the country. Some reports suggest that the US State Department has already 
been indirectly providing media-technology training and support to Syrian 
dissidents for this purpose.

Cyber intervention
Cyber warfare would likely play a more prominent role in an intervention 
in Syria than in any conflict to date. Cyber techniques are anonymous, 
deniable, inexpensive, increasingly effective and comparatively risk-free, 
certainly in terms of own casualties. This makes them attractive in this highly 
complex, precarious and fraught situation. As with other forms of clandestine 
operations, it is likely that at least preparatory cyber activity has been under 
way for some time. 

Cyber techniques could be used in both intelligence collection and active 
disruption of military and government targets. As an example, the Flame 
virus, which is directed primarily against Iran, has reportedly infected 
computer systems elsewhere in the Middle East, including Syria. It collects 
information by monitoring keystrokes, recording data and eavesdropping on 
audio and camera equipment. Flame can also be activated to attack and take 
control of computer systems that it has infected.

Active cyber intervention could be focused against command-and-control 
systems, air defence networks, computerised weapons systems and 
communications. It may also be possible to have some effect on Syrian 
logistics assets, although these would be less vulnerable than equivalent 
systems in more advanced armies. Beyond the military arena, cyber attack 
could be used to disrupt civilian infrastructure including radio and TV, power 
grids, financial networks, air travel, transport and telecommunications.

Supporting the opposition 
More extensive support to the Free Syrian Army and other opposition 
elements could have the effect not only of improving their fighting capabilities 
but also, if overtly done, of adding even further psychological pressure to 
the regime by demonstrating the active engagement of Western and other 
states.

Support activities might continue with increased funding and supply of 
weapons, communications and medical equipment. Media reports suggest 
that large consignments of arms and ammunition have already been supplied 
by Saudi Arabia and Qatar via Lebanese intermediaries, with CIA officers on 
the ground in southern Turkey trying to influence which Syrian opposition 
groups receive munitions. 

As we saw in Libya, training of opposition fighters can significantly increase 



Collision Course for Intervention | www.rusi.org/syria10

RUSI SYRIA CRISIS BRIEFING

their effect, helping them to focus their efforts and potentially reducing 
civilian casualties caused by random or uncoordinated military action. 
Training would include technical use of weapons and communications 
systems, coordinating and directing air assets, battle planning and fighting 
tactics.

Provision of intelligence to the rebels would be a further option. The greatest 
force multiplier, however, would be deployment into the country of Special 
Forces advisers with air support on call. Advisers working alongside rebel 
commanders, perhaps accompanied by small units of Special Forces troops, 
could be tactically and strategically decisive, as it proved in both Afghanistan 
in 2001 and in Libya in 2011.

Air supremacy
Any military intervention that did not have the consent of the Syrian 
government would depend on gaining air supremacy. Apart from sixty 
Russian-made MiG-29s, the Syrian air force is made up largely of out-dated 
aircraft. Even if an attempt were made to interdict a US-led intervention, 
they would pose little threat that could not be rapidly dealt with by superior 
US technology. But Syria has highly sophisticated ground-based air defence 
systems, designed to protect against a first world air force: Israel’s. 

Assad spent $264 million on air defence in 2009 and 2010. Over the past year a 
number of new Russian SA-17 batteries have been added, capable of defeating 
multiple hostile aircraft and missiles with advanced countermeasures. Syria’s 
air defences produce an impressive array of overlapping and interlocking arcs 
of fire, with a combination of static and mobile systems that comprehensively 
cover every important area and provide several layers of redundancy over 
urban centres.4

There is no doubt that the substantial neutralisation of Syria’s air defence 
infrastructure could be achieved by a US-led air operation. But it would 
require a major, sustained and extremely costly campaign including Special 
Forces deployed on the ground to assist targeting. The operation would have 
a significant cyber warfare element, but nevertheless would risk casualties 
among attacking aircraft. Such an operation could well also cause many 
civilian deaths in the air defence installation areas.

It is unlikely, however, that an air operation could destroy all elements of 
Syria’s air defences, especially hand-held, mobile systems. These could 
continue to pose a threat, particularly against attack helicopters which would 
play a crucial role in any air-ground attack supporting rebel forces especially 
in populated areas.

No-fly/no-drive zones
Earlier in the conflict, Assad used his air assets sparingly, delivering violence 
mainly through infantry, artillery and tanks. In recent weeks there has been 
greater use of strike aircraft as well as helicopter gunships, supported by 
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target acquisition drones.

No-fly zones could be imposed either in selected areas or across the whole 
country, to deny Assad the use of his air force, to preserve civilian life and 
to limit the effectiveness of attacks against opposition forces. No-fly zones 
would also have to be imposed over any safe zones or corridors that were 
established to protect civilians.

No-drive zones could be applied on a similar basis, particularly focused 
against regime use of tanks, infantry fighting vehicles and artillery.

Punitive air strikes
Surgical air strikes could be directed against regime targets, a technique used 
against the Bosnian Serbs in the 1990s. Strikes would be intended to deter 
attacks on civilians and to increase pressure on Assad, perhaps encouraging 
further dissent and defection from the armed forces and other parts of the 
regime.

Such an operation would fall short of a sustained, comprehensive air campaign 
to wipe out the Syrian armed forces and of the equally sustained air operations 
needed to enforce virtually all of the other intervention options including 
no-fly/no-drive zones. Air and ground assets and headquarters taking part 
in attacks on the civilian population could be targeted. Alternatively strikes 
could be conducted more widely and without specific cause against military 
and intelligence installations, government sites and palaces.

A punitive air campaign would require a combination of effective electronic, 
satellite and human intelligence to minimise the risk of collateral casualties. 
Strikes would use Cruise missiles to avoid the risk of own casualties. Such an 
operation would not necessarily require the comprehensive neutralisation of 
Syrian air defences, but sufficient attrition would be required to reduce the 
risk of missiles being intercepted which could undermine the effectiveness 
of the operation and the credibility of coalition forces. Planning would have 
to take account of the potential use of human shields in target areas. 

The combination of a preliminary operation against air defence assets and 
a potentially protracted series of punitive strikes would be likely to test the 
patience of both international diplomacy and domestic public support. The 
scale of the problem in Syria compared to that in Libya would make this a 
real concern, especially if there was no early evidence that the operation 
was having a significant deterrent effect.

Maritime blockade
A maritime blockade would aim to reinforce the international sanctions 
programme against Syria, stopping the transfer of munitions and war 
materiel to the regime. But the effectiveness of such action would be limited 
due to Syria’s extensive land borders. 

A blockade would also strengthen the embargo against Syrian oil export, 
which is currently being circumvented by Iranian shipping. To be effective, a 
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blockade would require the acquiescence of Russia or willingness by coalition 
naval forces to take on Russian shipping.

Stabilisation force
An international stabilisation force could be deployed in the aftermath of 
regime change in Syria. This would be implemented at the request of the 
replacement government, and with the consent of the most significant 
factions. The objective would be to monitor and identify causes of conflict 
and mediate, negotiate and when necessary apply military force to prevent 
escalation of tension or resumption of hostilities. A powerfully armed 
force would be needed for self-protection, if necessary to protect civilians 
and to compel compliance with the agreed mandate. Western naval units, 
including British ships, are at present concentrating in the Mediterranean, 
if necessary to evacuate nationals. These assets could be used to support 
wider intervention including a post-Assad stabilisation operation.

Even if deployed with the consent of the main parties, there would be a 
serious risk of such a force getting embroiled in inter-factional disputes and 
eventually becoming a target of attack, perhaps by all sides. There would 
also be the potential for a stabilisation operation to become a drawn-out, 
long-term and expensive commitment. However, in the divided society of 
Syria, this type of intervention, perhaps allied with humanitarian measures 
discussed below, could potentially save many lives.

Protected zones
Specifically humanitarian measures could be considered as stand-alone 
options, or accompanying military enforcement or stabilisation action. The 
concept of protected zones would be to create and defend areas where 
civilians could take refuge from regime violence. Establishing such zones 
in Syria would be complex. Populations are intermixed and the fighting is 
taking place across the whole country, mostly away from the border areas. 
The challenge would therefore be to identify viable areas.

One scenario might see the establishment of a protected zone in the 
governorate of Idlib, in the north-west of the country, adjacent to the 
Turkish border. With co-operation from Turkey, such an operation could be 
achievable, in an area where the opposition has had some success. 

A protected zone in Idlib could also be a means of building and training more 
effective rebel forces along Benghazi lines. This might enable the opposition 
to expand its area of control, with the interim objective of seizing Aleppo, 
the largest city in northern Syria. Splitting a significant part of the country off 
in this way could pile unbearable pressure on Assad. This would of course be 
very clearly crossing the line into military enforcement, and could not be a 
part of a purely humanitarian intervention.

Humanitarian corridors
Humanitarian corridors could be established to allow aid to be delivered 
into conflict areas, and to permit refugees to escape the violence and 
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destruction. Unlike the other potential intervention operations, corridors 
would most likely have to be established with the agreement of the regime 
– or of warring factions in a post-Assad era – and might run from the Turkish, 
Lebanese or Jordanian borders or from an airfield or coastal strip.

Even if agreed by the regime or fighting factions, it would be difficult to 
imagine corridors established under the auspices of the international 
community without the safeguard of powerful military protection backed 
by air power. The horror of Srebrenica is testimony to the consequences of 
conducting humanitarian operations in a hostile environment without the 
will or means to defend those who are supposed to be receiving protection. 

Intervention, under the radar
Military planners have a responsibility to prepare intervention options in Syria 
for their political masters in case this conflict chooses them. Preparation will 
be proceeding today in several Western capitals and on the ground in Syria 
and in Turkey. Planners will no doubt have already concluded that options 
exist that would allow US-led forces in support of the Syrian opposition and 
with the backing of Turkey, Saudi Arabia and other regional players to end 
Assad’s violence.

They will however have grave reservations over the consequences and the 
cost of intervention as well as the geopolitical implications. Aside from the 
stance of Russia and China, the absence of a coherent opposition movement 
that could replace Assad without potentially increasing the bloodshed will 
be high among those reservations. Up to the point of Assad’s collapse, we 
are most likely to see a continuation or intensification of the under-the-radar 
options of financial support, arming and advising the rebels, clandestine 
operations and perhaps cyber warfare from the West. After any collapse, 
however, the military options will be seen in a different light.

Colonel RIchard Kemp is a Senior Associate Fellow at RUSI. He served in the 
British Army from 1977 to 2006 and amongst other assignments commanded 
British Forces in Afghanistan and serves in operational tours in the Balkans 
and the Middle East.
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4. Information based on based on private discussions and interviews.
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Assessing a Ground Intervention in Syria

By Michael Codner

At the time of writing there is fighting across a wide area of Syria with all the 
characteristics and complexities of a civil war in which cities, other urban 
areas and entry points to the country are principal contested areas. Events 
may lead to a situation where intervention will be required on the one 
hand through pressure for humanitarian action and the consequences for 
the reputation and credibility of international organisations and significant 
military powers who aspire to supporting international norms of behaviour. 
On the other hand the catalytic effect of the crisis on regional security more 
widely may force decisions to intervene and support intervention. What 
might the realistic military requirements be for an international intervention 
in Syria? The answer would depend first on the precise purpose of the 
intervention, secondly on the diplomatic and political environment at the 
time this decision were made and thirdly on the military forces that are 
available for intervention – who is providing them, what particular capabilities 
are being committed (land, air, maritime), how competent they are for this 
sort of operation and what constraints the providing nations place on their 
own forces. 

Richard Kemp addresses the range of options for intervention. This analysis 
focuses principally on the scale of any ground intervention. It does not in any 
sense recommend such a course of action. But it is essential that hypothetical 
options are considered systematically as much to inform decisions not to 
intervene as to offer this possibility. If as is likely the Assad regime continues 
its slaughter of civilians and as casualty levels surge amongst all parties to 
the war, there will be growing political pressure on governments across the 
world to ‘do something’. 

Since the early 1990s the international community has increasingly 
accepted that the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ is a general principle governing 
multinational actions that should be adopted for the future of the planet 
as much as to stop specific atrocities against people. Indeed democratic 
governments may find themselves under pressure from unusual but 
important parts of the political make-up of their electorates to intervene 
for humanitarian reasons against obvious national interest. But the use of 
military force is always a catalyst for chaos and unpredictable outcomes 
could mean far greater suffering. Nothing new here.

There are four broad categories of military ‘purpose’ and action that could 
apply to Syria. 

A limited United Nations presence
The first and mildest in terms of risk and consequences would be intervention 
by a United Nations (UN) peacekeeping force for policing, monitoring and 
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removal of arms. This would be a ‘consent based mission’ as part of a truce or 
peace deal. For this operation to be a possibility the Security Council would 
need to reach a consensus. So China and Russia would have to be on board. 
Other countries opposed to intervention such as Iran would at least need 
to agree to ‘constructive abstention’ in the debate. A UN force would be 
very vulnerable to irregular warfare sponsored by an external state. A robust 
truce on the ground would be a requirement so all parties to the conflict 
would need to offer assent, the Assad government if it is still in power and 
the existing and emerging oppositions in all their forms. And agreement 
as to at least an outline plan for the future governance of Syria would be 
necessary. If the truce broke down or proved to be ineffective, this force 
would withdraw. The average number of troops in present UN Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations led operations is about 5,000 per intervention. 

The exact numbers that would be required would depend on the precise 
mission and the solidity of the truce. The United Nations Interim Force in 
Lebanon (UNIFIL) was mandated to provide 15,000 troops in 2006, Numbers 
today are still at 11,500. Key elements of the revised mandate of UN Security 
Council Resolution 1701 of August 2006 were to ‘monitor the cessation 
of hostilities; accompany and support the Lebanese armed forces as they 
deploy throughout the south of Lebanon; and extend its assistance to help 
ensure humanitarian access to civilian populations and the voluntary and 
safe return of displaced persons’ -- essentially monitoring and constabulary 
rather than combat operations. Syria’s population is almost four times that 
of Lebanon. It bears mention that the UNPROFOR intervention into Bosnia 
in 1992 began as a traditional impartial peacekeeping force with very 
limited roles of monitoring tenuous cease fire agreements and protection 
of humanitarian supplies. The population of Bosnia in 1995 was less than 
a quarter of that of Syria today. UNPROFOR ground troop levels rose from 
8,723 in early 1993 to 23,630 by the autumn of 1995.

Subsequent mission creep and expanding rules of engagement resulted in 
UNPROFOR still stuck on the ground in early 1995 in a worsening situation 
with increases in violence that required the paradoxical use of NATO air 
power for combat support principally against one protagonist, the Bosnian 
Serbs. Notwithstanding the complexities of the Bosnian War, there is no way 
that an international force could be deployed using the Bosnian model and 
force numbers in Syria unless the truce that was to be supported had very 
wide support internally in Syria and as importantly externally particularly 
among adjacent and neighbouring countries such as Iran, Israel, Turkey 
and Iraq. It is most unlikely that a UN intervention of this sort would be 
feasible. Among other problems, categorising the parties to a truce would 
be extremely difficult; external governments and non-governmental actors 
must be considered and managed in the agreement; and terrorism motivated 
by transcendental motives such as religion is not the sort of challenge that a 
purely constabulary UN force would be equipped and prepared for. 
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Peace enforcement
A second category would be UN sanctioned peace enforcement. This option 
becomes more of a possibility as the rebels make some real progress. If they 
actually were to seize some large towns and cities and have realistic military 
control over substantial areas of territory and a stalemate were reached, 
peace enforcement becomes an option. But a stalemate and the realistic 
possibility of acquiescence to a subsequent truce if not assent or full consent 
amongst the parties is a prerequisite. Typically an intervention of this sort 
would follow political and physical exhaustion. So it would not be an early 
option.

Security Council consensus and a UN mandate would be essential because 
external powers such as Russia might otherwise intervene independently 
with the prospect of an international war on Syrian territory. There would 
be the problem of the management of Iran and perhaps Israel to prevent un-
co-ordinated interventions or support to parties on the ground. One must 
understand that peace enforcement would only be feasible if there was 
general acquiescence among the parties on the ground. 

Also a peace enforcement operation is one in which the intervening forces 
may have to use large scale combat if this acquiescence collapses. Both in 
Syria and internationally there must be a clear understanding that this force 
is capable of dominating escalation if fighting at a level beyond small scraps 
breaks out. 

A calculation of numbers required for effective peace enforcement would 
begin at 200,000 if the NATO IFOR intervention in Bosnia is taken as a model, 
bearing in mind that Syria’s population is some five times larger. A key 
problem of such missions is their credibility of commitment. This number is 
likely to be too small for Syria because nations contributing to an intervening 
force are unlikely to have the confidence that followed the Dayton accord. 
Also many of the contributing nations already had forces on the ground and 
the surge of IFOR was part of a stage in an exit strategy. It bears mention 
that NATO military staff and British Chiefs of Staff had actually recommended 
figures of 4-600,000 ground troops as the number that would be required for 
a peace enforcement operation in Bosnia in 1992. 

Supporting the rebels
Combat support to rebel forces – the proxy war – would be a third category 
of intervention. As noted elsewhere in this report, a level of support to the 
rebel groups is now taking place. The Libya model in which air power in 
particular was used, ostensibly to protect civilians but in reality in weakening 
Qadhafi’s forces and coercing his regime, has been widely discussed in 
relation to Syria. But it might not only be air power in the form of fighter 
jets and sea, land and air launched missile systems. Special Forces and elite 
airborne and amphibious infantry might be used for reconnaissance but 
also against the regime itself accepting national and international legal and 
moral constraints. Other discrete capabilities that the rebels lacked such as 
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airborne surveillance and unmanned combat aircraft. 

Of course neither Libya, nor indeed the coercive air operations in Kosovo, are 
reasonable scenarios for Syria which is much more densely populated and 
the Syrian Arab Army is already embedded in the urban areas. If air strikes 
were to be militarily effective, there would be very high levels of civilian 
casualties and the reason for the intervention would be compromised. There 
is the added complexity of the emergence of several very different rebel 
groups with conflicting agendas. There may be sound humanitarian reasons 
to stop some or all of these in their tracks to prevent atrocities to supporters 
of the Assad government and to other groups who would not support their 
dominance.

That is not to say that military support could not be given to the rebels 
effectively. A condition would once again be, however, that they had some 
internal coherence and common objectives, they had made substantial 
delineated progress and controlled territory and urban areas. The scale 
of external force contributions to a proxy war would depend very much 
on the achievements of rebels at the time of the intervention. NATO flew 
some 27,000 air sorties in Libya. Syria would be very much more complex 
environment but this could constrain rather than increase the number of 
sorties.

Invasion
The final category is a full scale invasion of Syria to bring about regime 
change along the lines of the 2003 United States led war in Iraq. It is almost 
impossible to see the diplomatic and political circumstances under which 
such an operation would be possible. 

The numbers of civilian casualties might be huge and from a moral viewpoint 
early surrender by the Assad regime could not be assumed in minimising this 
risk. An initial aerial ‘shock and awe’ campaign against, say, Damascus, to 
bring about a change of heart in the government would be as stupid now as it 
was in 2003 bearing in mind that it is the communities in all their complexity 
who would be terrified and they would subsequently almost certainly be 
problematic for occupation forces. 

The military forces would need to be very competent and interoperable if 
they were to ‘win’ the combat phase. What experienced nation would be the 
‘framework nation’ for an operation of this size providing a large proportion 
of the troops because that is the only way it could possibly work? 

Not the US for all the obvious external diplomatic and internal political 
reasons reinforced by Administration rhetoric. Nor France and the United 
Kingdom together as the core of a European force for the same reasons 
even if they could muster the capabilities. France has historic associations 
with Syria but these could be as much a disincentive to lead an intervention. 
Israel would be completely inappropriate. Neither Turkey nor Saudi Arabia 
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have the experience of leading major interventions. And there is the 
matter of access. From which adjoining countries would it be diplomatically 
feasible and appropriate? The sea option requires great competence – the 
combination of good quality and appropriate military equipment, versatility, 
realistic training and, most importantly experience in military intervention in 
complex emergencies. 

Then there is the supreme challenge of subsequent occupation particularly 
as it is highly unlikely that there would be the obvious elements of an interim 
national government in the short term. Also the national security forces, 
regional government and justice structures will be associated with the 
existing regime insofar as there is experience and competence. There is likely 
to be strong internal and external pressure for ‘epuration’, the removal from 
office and indeed punishment of anyone associated with the Assad regime 
and its ideology. If the elimination of most of the experienced middle class, 
armed forces and police is to be prevented, the international community 
must be willing to provide very strong direction and the intervening force or 
some other follow-on force must be prepared for a long and indeterminate 
period of occupation and stabilisation.

Most of the problems of a full scale intervention – leadership, competence, 
access, will – apply also to a peace enforcement operation. And two 
fundamental issues in both cases are scale of forces, particularly on the 
ground, in relation to size of population, territory and long term commitment 
by the supplying nations. If a UN peacekeeping force or a proxy war fails, it’s 
back to the drawing board. But an intervention requiring sustained military 
control on the ground requires force levels that can prevail in combat and 
enduring commitment. The Syrian armed forces are substantial and are 
reasonably well equipped. An opposed military intervention cannot rely 
on manoeuvre theory – the ability to surprise and coerce, and network 
enablement – as a means of economising in numbers of intervention forces 
on the ground. If an intervention is to be conducted at risk levels that will be 
acceptable to participating nations and the international community and will 
minimise casualties, the forces need to be of a scale to overwhelm through 
capability levels as well as elegance of operational concept. 

Numbers of intervention troops that would be available to occupy and 
stabilise the country after any combat phase are likely to be even higher 
than for a combat or enforcement phase. Once a regime is overthrown, or, 
if a peace enforcement operation results in full scale combat to dominate 
escalation, it is likely that the intervening forces will have to take on the 
full legal and moral responsibilities for occupation involving stabilisation 
and counter-insurgency for a long and uncertain period of time. Iraq and 
Afghanistan are examples both of this enduring commitment and also of the 
failure to plan for occupation forces of sufficient scale. 

Winning is of course not about numbers alone but these old metrics of the 
Cold War matter. To keep risk low a ground invasion force would need to be 
three to five times the size of the forces the Syrian Arab Army could muster 
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to defend Syria. Coalition forces committed some 540,000 ground troops to 
the liberation of Kuwait in 1991. The ground intervention in Iraq in 2003 was 
about half this number and greatly underestimated the scale required for 
occupation after the overthrow of Sadaam Hussein. 

In the case of Syria a starting point for calculations would be at least 300,000. 
Whatever the competence of the intervening forces and the quality of their 
counter-insurgency doctrine the decision on the ratio of troops to population 
should bear in mind the levels of the International Security Assistance Force 
in Kosovo in 1999 not Iraq in 2003 nor Afghanistan before the 2010 US surge. 
A low risk figure based on the Kosovo ratio and the military recommendations 
for peace enforcement in Bosnia would be 500,000 competent ground 
troops with the airpower to provide the necessary combat support and 
maritime forces to ensure continued and untrammeled access and sea basing 
particularly in the early phases of the intervention and as a precaution in the 
event of failure.

Michael Codner is Senior Research Fellow and Director of Military Sciences 
at RUSI.
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Syrian Chemical Weapons Stocks: A Choice of 
Risks and Evils 

By Paul Schulte

The Syrian insurgency which began eighteen months ago has now intensified 
to the point where President Assad’s regime faces collapse. This is occurring 
in a country which, according to public statements by the Defence Ministry of 
its anxious neighbour, Israel, has accumulated the largest stocks of chemical 
weapons (CW) remaining in the world.1 

Scenarios of internal conflict in failing states with Weapons of Mass 
Destruction (WMD) have been the subject of simulations and speculation for 
some years. A real and ugly case may now have to be followed through – or 
consciously evaded. News reports indicate that military contingency planning 
is underway in a number of countries (‘Britain, the US, France, Jordan, 
Turkey and Israel’2) but unclassified commentary is made unreliable by the 
chaos of the insurgency, Syria’s previous obstinate opacity over its WMD, 
and, increasingly, suspicions of misinformation by each side about the other 
preparing chemical weapons for use in false flag attacks.3 As it comes under 
increasing attack, the Assad regime has been pre-emptively denounced for 
an inherent propensity for the employment of CW for domestic repression, 
by its former ambassador to Iraq, who has voiced his ’absolute conviction 
that if the circle of the people of Syria becomes tighter … the regime will not 
hesitate to use chemical weapons.4 There are recent reports that chemical 
weapons munitions are being moved from their original storage areas, 
though they are still believed to remain under full regime control. It is not 
clear whether the redeployment has been to protect them from capture or 
to increase the threat or effectiveness of use against the insurgents.5

Background to the Dilemma
The US officially stated in 2002 that ‘Syria has a long-standing chemical 
warfare program, first developed in the 1970s... and may be trying to develop 
advanced nerve agents as well.’6 It has been claimed to possess the blister 
agent mustard, and the nerve agents tabun, sarin (perhaps the predominant 
type)7, and the more difficult to produce, potent and persistent VX.8 

There are no reliable public estimates of current quantities. One recent 
article quotes Turkish, Arab and Western intelligence agencies as calculating 
a ‘stockpile of approximately 1,000 tons of chemical weapons, stored in 
some 50 different cities.’9 This otherwise unsupported figure would be 
surprisingly lower than the 3, 859 tons of CW agents which Iraq declared 
to UN inspectors that it had produced between 1982 and 1990.10 Whatever 
quantities have been produced in over 30 years within Syria, any large, long-
term CW programme would have materials in various states of readiness, 
from weaponised warheads in bombs and shells, to bulk storage. 
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The Syrian government believed that this arsenal contributed to ‘recessed 
deterrence’, inhibiting Israel from conventional military actions, such as 
deep conventional strikes, which Syria might find intolerable, and, also 
mitigating the strategic impacts of Israel’s nuclear capacity. Statements are 
referred imprecisely but pointedly to technical counterweights to the Israeli 
deterrent. By 2002 an Israeli analyst, who might be expected to emphasise 
the reliance of the perennially hostile and confrontational Syrian state upon 
pariah weaponries, judged that ’the main thrust of Syrian strategy today is 
the reinforcement of its ballistic-chemical-biological nexus, with the goal of 
maximizing its power and preparedness, while minimizing its transparency 
and vulnerability.’11

Syria has not signed the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) or ratified 
the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention. It has claimed that this is part 
of a widespread, Arab position to boycott these regimes unless Israel joins 
them and also signs the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and renounces its 
nuclear weapons. As over the Iraqi programmes proscribed by the UN in 
1991, there will be feelings in and beyond Syria that the CW acquired by 
the Assad regime are a regional , Arab and Islamic resource against Israeli, 
or generalised Western, coercion. Moreover, Syria is closely allied with Iran, 
which, although itself a CWC signatory, has come under suspicion from the 
US over its compliance record. The US has said publicly that it ‘judges that 
Iran is in violation of its CWC obligations because Iran is acting to retain and 
modernize key elements of its CW infrastructure to include an offensive CW 
R&D capability and dispersed mobilisation facilities.’12 Iran is widely assessed 
as supporting Hizbullah in Lebanon, which the Israelis and others believe is 
attempting to acquire chemical warheads for the growing number of missiles 
with which they menace Israeli cities. Finally, Al-Qa’ida has long held that 
obtaining and employing a WMD capability is an Islamic religious obligation. 
Since his death last September, Anwar al-Awlaki, its influential latter day 
internet evangelist, has been posthumously quoted as declaring that: ‘The 
use of poisons or chemical and biological weapons against population centers 
is allowed and strongly recommended due to its great effect on the enemy.’13

There are associated suspicions of a Syrian Biological Weapons (BW) capacity. 
The US government has stated that ‘Syria is pursuing biological weapons. 
It has an adequate biotechnical infrastructure to support a small biological 
warfare program.’14 But because uncertainties over Syrian BW are greater 
and their effective use in a Civil War service seem even more problematic, 
BW are not further discussed in this article, although they will obviously 
remain of intense interest to intelligence agencies.

Intervening to secure Syria’s Chemical Weapons
In view of reports that militant Sunni Jihadi fighters have joined the struggle 
against the Allawite- dominated Assad regime, anxieties are consequently 
increasing that they would exploit opportunities to seize for CW utilisation 
in the Middle East and elsewhere. Intelligence indications that this was 
happening could be the strongest motive for military intervention.
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Intervention would be crucially facilitated both by Turkish willingness to 
provide a mounting base and by an enabling UN Security Council Resolution 
(though this seems unlikely, given Russian support for Assad, general Chinese 
dislike of international measures reducing state sovereignty, anywhere, and 
both states’ unwillingness to give the West any excuse for another forcible 
regime change after Libya). 

Other developments affecting intervention would include the following: 

a) A conclusive Assad victory in the Civil War (now very unlikely) would 
leave the regime, and, by implication, its future control over its weapons 
stocks, weakened. But this situation would still offer least justification for 
intervention aimed at safeguarding CW stocks. 

b) The converse case, a rapid collapse of the Syrian Army and regime and 
their replacement by a new government, backed by the Free Syrian 
Army (FSA), with effective control throughout the national territory, 
would also give little justification for forceful outside involvement. But 
strong diplomatic efforts could be expected to persuade the new regime, 
perhaps as a condition of assisting and supplying it, to sign the Chemical 
Weapons Convention and accept assistance from the Organisation for 
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and friendly states in eliminating 
its stocks. This would, however, be taken as a regionally controversial 
pro-Western move. It could not automatically be assumed that a new 
government (whose composition is unknowable) would willingly opt to 
eliminate expensive, high salience, national military assets. Elimination 
is happening in Libya, largely because Qadhafi had already publicly 
renounced CW (though, typically, still retaining undeclared stocks), and 
the new regime wanted to please NATO nations whose intervention 
had been critical in overthrowing him, and wished to signal a generally 
Western orientation. But a new Syrian government, which is looking 
decreasingly likely to have any similar reason for such gratitude might 
’insist on retaining at least some CW stocks as a counter to Israel’s nuclear 
capabilities and as a bargaining chip in future negotiations over the Golan 
Heights’15 These are, after all, the kinds of continuing geostrategic reason 
for which they were originally acquired. 

c) Prolonged civil strife, including fighting around parts of the widely 
dispersed CW infrastructure, would probably be the most likely general 
circumstance in which intervention would become seen as unavoidable.

d) Use of chemical weapons by the government side, during the fighting 
seems improbable, except as an act of utter desperation and revenge. 
Operational solutions to the technical problems of optimal dispersal and 
necessary persistence in high temperatures would have been practised. 
The use of any of the CW types available in the government arsenal 
would probably be devastating against those unprotected insurgents 
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who were in the area under attack. But, as with gunship sorties or heavy 
artillery bombardment, individual CW attacks against agile and dispersed 
opponents could not be expected to be strategically decisive, although 
they would be almost certain to kill significant numbers of intermingled 
civilians. Such actions would have to be expected to provoke extreme 
pressures for outside intervention to prevent and punish a crime against 
humanity. The US has already explicitly strengthened deterrent messages 
by publicly warning Syria that this would cross ‘a serious red line’16  The 
Syrian government has responded to rumours by admitting for the first 
time that it possessed CW stocks, but insisting it would only use them 
against attack from outside, and never against Syrian citizens.

e) There would be a similar interventionary impulsion, especially in Israel, 
if indications emerged of any handover of stocks by the dying regime to 
Hizbullah, perhaps through Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps proxies. 

f) CW Use by the Free Syrian Army would probably be practically difficult and 
certainly politically unwise. While some of its personnel might have been 
trained in chemical warfare they are unlikely to have protective equipment. 
Moreover, use of the weapons type which they have repeatedly linked to 
the moral bankruptcy of the Assad regime clearly prejudice their claim for 
international acceptance.

g) But, in general, and especially in view of the buildup of accusations and 
counter accusations, any reported employment or transfer of CW would 
have to be most carefully investigated, by medically examining alleged 
casualties and taking chemical samples from the local environment, to 
ensure that it was not an engineered provocation.

Interventionary, Safeguarding and Disposal Options
Western allies, and especially the US, have taken on a global responsibility for 
eliminating CW wherever possible, by, for example, contributing expensively 
to Russia’s programme to eliminate its large chemical stocks inherited from 
the USSR. 

Intervention to safeguard the Syrian CW stockpile, if it could be done 
successfully without itself provoking chemical attacks or significant 
disappearances of chemical materials, would further this general project 
and also decrease the risks of terrorist chemical attack in the Middle East 
and beyond. But Syria’s infrastructure appears dauntingly extensive and 
dispersed: possibly five identifiable chemical agent manufacturing plants 
and ‘several dozen’ additional storage sites across the country, including 
hardened underground bunkers.17 As a result the troop numbers required 
to take control of all the associated installations could be very large, perhaps 
as many as 75,000, according to one Pentagon report.18 This numerical 
requirement might be reduced if the stocks are already being concentrated, 
but would be especially hard to meet at the time of NATO’s Afghan 
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commitment and generalised intervention fatigue, especially amongst the 
overstretched US forces. 

Large numbers of Western (or even Jordanian) troops scattered around a 
major Arab country would undoubtedly attract attacks, including suicide 
bombings, and create a major force protection problem. It would have to be 
expected that, at the very least, Iran would begin a proxy campaign to eject 
western influences from its borders, as it has done in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Risks would be multiplied many times if Western troops in Syria became 
an open priority target. In this sense, outside military forces necessary for 
counter- proliferation activities against Syrian CW capacity could become 
hostages to the intense reaction which Iran has threatened in response to 
counter-proliferation against its nuclear installations.

Planning for outside intervention would therefore have to combine 
demanding force protection requirements with effective, politically 
appropriate, and perhaps lengthy, safeguarding, removal or elimination 
measures. All this would have to be organised with uncertain knowledge of 
the state, size and current location of Syrian CW stocks, although detailed 
insider information, at least about previous arrangements, may now be 
becoming available from defectors. From a technical perspective, CW 
stocks would ideally be methodically surveyed, progressively consolidated, 
systematically removed and transported by ship to advanced permanent 
elimination facilities, perhaps in the US, where destruction of America’s 
Cold War CW stocks was declared largely complete last month. But road, 
air, or even rail movements of such dangerous materials have often been 
resisted, even in the US, as creating unacceptable dangers to local people on 
the route. Movement would be high risk in a zone of continuing conflict, and 
very possibly deeply objectionable to inhabitants of ports in Turkey or Syria. 
It could be completely impracticable for stocks which were discovered to be 
significantly degraded, as they were in Iraq and Libya and Russia. 

As an alternative, the US is believed to possess mobile chemical elimination 
facilities,19 but they would take time to process the tonnage of chemicals 
which Syria is believed to possess and unless social order had been resumed 
under a new government, the Western forces protecting them would remain 
at constant risk of attack. 

Conceivably, also, chemical weapons could be rapidly burnt, exploded, 
or chemically neutralised, as was done with captured stocks in Iraq by US 
forces in 1991, and by UNSCOM in the destruction campaign it improvised, 
under complicated and unsatisfactory political conditions, between June 
1992 and June 1994. Chemical munitions, bulk agent, and precursors stored 
throughout Iraq were consolidated, and incineration or neutralisation 
disposed of more than 38,000 filled and unfilled chemical munitions, 690 
metric tons of bulk and weaponized CW agents, and over 3,000 metric tons 
of precursor chemicals .20 But there would be significant safety hazards to 
those conducting similar activities within Syria , and resultant accusations of 
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long-term toxic contamination, like those involved in allegations of Gulf War 
Syndrome after Desert Storm.

Airstrikes will certainly be under consideration as rapid alternatives or 
supplements to ground operations. But, as with any insertion of ground 
troops, outside combat aircraft would first have to overcome the formidable 
Syrian air defence network, equipped with modern Russian missiles and 
radars, destroying all of them may simply be impossible. The effective 
Russian SA 24 has been issued down to battalion level21 and, unless somehow 
securely collected, would remain a threat to all low-level air operations, 
including routine transport flights). 

Airstrikes would inevitably leave uncertainties about how far they had located, 
and then successfully penetrated, all CW facilities, to burn or disperse all 
stocks inside – and whether they were responsible for serious and persistent 
(but probably scientifically unprovable) environmental consequences.

Given the number of defections from the Syrian regime, especially the high-
profile departure of Brigadier General Manaf Tlas, it must also be assumed 
that Western intelligence agencies are considering the feasibility of inducing 
officers responsible for the CW stocks to prevent their use, or even, in 
the right circumstances, hand them over. US statements emphasise those 
concerned will be held personally accountable for any employment of CW.22 
But while it is likely that only presumed regime loyalists were appointed 
to these sensitive positions, a Sunni General who had headed the Syrian 
chemical warfare authority until 2008 has now also defected.23  No doubt 
Western efforts would also be made, as they were in the Russian Federation, 
to induce Syrian scientists and technologists who had been involved with the 
chemical program not to take their skills abroad.

Conclusion
Safeguarding and disposing of the Syrian chemical arsenal by outside forces 
could significantly reduce risks in the Middle East and beyond if the internal 
conflict continues to widen and intensify. If successfully carried through, the 
interrelated technical, diplomatic, and, probably, military efforts required 
could further strengthen the general worldwide delegitimisation of chemical 
(and by extension biological) weapons. But Syria’s stocks are not themselves 
currently illegal, though their use probably would be. Their transfer to 
others’ control would be legally problematic, though, assuming OPCW and 
Security Council co-operation, probably not insurmountable. Moreover, as 
this Briefing demonstrates, while various formulas could be advanced in 
justification, no forceful Western intervention would be easily or universally 
acceptable. 

No approach could wholly avoid an embittered regional perception of an 
opportunist excuse for a further blow to a leading anti-Zionist regime 
undergoing internal difficulties (allegedly provoked by the CIA, Mossad 
and MI6, according to thriving conspiracy theories). The precedent of the 
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alleged, but unforgettably absent, Iraqi WMD programmes in 2003 would 
be angrily requoted. Violent, and at least sporadic, resistance would have to 
be expected. The dilemmas that these weapons pose will therefore almost 
certainly be painful and prolonged, whether or not action is finally forced by 
disturbing events on the ground.
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Transition from Assad
By Shashank Joshi

When historians document the Syrian chapter of the Arab Spring, July 2012 is 
likely to be seen as the pivotal moment. Although the Syrian regime continues 
to command significant firepower, its political core has been hollowed out by 
defection and assassination, and its purported urban sanctuary, Damascus, 
breached with impunity. 

More than a year after the outbreak of a protest movement and its 
subsequent evolution into armed rebellion, the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) designated Syria a ‘non-international armed conflict’ or, 
in common parlance, a civil war. In truth, Syria reached that watershed long 
ago. On whatever criteria we choose – the number of casualties, the intensity 
of fighting, rebel organisation, or the state’s loss of territorial control – Syria 
meets both the scholarly and intuitive definitions of civil conflict. The armed 
opposition is maturing and strengthening, and its external support growing, 
at the same time as the Syrian regime faces new and severe stresses.  

Until the devastating 18 July bombing that killed at least three senior Syrian 
political figures, and grievously wounded others, the most significant of 
these stresses had been series of desertions and defections from a regime 
that had shown impressive, if unsurprising, cohesion. 

For months, only conscripts and mid-level officers peeled away from the 
government of President Bashar al-Assad. Late last year, Mustafa al-Sheikh 
became one of the first generals to jump ship, eventually taking charge of 
the Free Syrian Army’s military council. Turkey’s foreign minister has put his 
country’s tally at ‘around 20 generals and maybe 100 high-ranking officers, 
colonels’. A defected Syrian officer, the former director of the Syrian Special 
Forces Operations Bureau, claims that ‘Jordan hosts four generals and chiefs 
of staff, 20 colonels, 45 high-ranking officers and hundreds of soldiers’, as well 
as ten defected pilots – at least one of which escaped, in dramatic fashion, 
with his aircraft.1

But in tight-knit dictatorships, rank means little. A general in the regular army, 
a force that has been increasingly sidelined as unreliable and ineffective, may 
be of less consequence than a lower-ranking officer in a politically connected 
unit. These earlier desertions and defections had therefore been limited in 
their military and political consequences, even as they helped to swell the 
ranks of the growing rebellion.   

Key desertions and defections
That may have changed in July, with the desertion of General Manaf Tlas, and 
the defection to the opposition of Syria’s ambassador to Iraq, Nawaf Fares.
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General Tlas commanded one of six brigades,  the 105th, of the Republican 
Guard, an elite force led by Bashar al-Assad’s brother, Maher. The president 
himself commanded one such brigade during his accelerated military career. 
Although Tlas’ departure has hardly crippled the Republican Guard (as 
explained below, Tlas had been sidelined for over a year), it is the strength 
or weakness of precisely these elite units that will affect the government far 
more than defections from the regular army.

Nawaf Fares, the highest-profile civilian defector since the beginning of the 
uprising, was also a trusted figure. He served as governor of various Syrian 
provinces and, in 2008, was appointed Syria’s first representative in Baghdad 
in 30 years.

However, the importance of these two figures goes beyond the offices they 
held. 

Manaf Tlas is more than just a general. His father is Mustafa Tlas, who served 
as defence minister for 30 years and was a confidant of Hafez al-Assad, the 
president’s father and predecessor. Both Manaf and his father have been key 
Sunni powerbrokers in a regime that is dominated by the Alawite minority 
sect to which the Assad family belongs. Both father and son helped Bashar 
take over his father’s role, when succession was far from certain. Tlas senior 
had demonstrated his loyalty over a long period, and particularly in 1984 
during a failed coup attempt by Rifaat al-Assad, the current president’s 
uncle.2 Fares is also a key Sunni figure. He heads the Sunni Uqaydat tribe, 
which has a presence not just in Syria but also Iraq, Jordan, and even Saudi 
Arabia. 

The government has long relied on such cross-sectarian alliances to anchor 
itself. For example, the Vice-President, Farouk al-Sharaa, touted as a potential 
transitional leader, is also Sunni – ‘the Sunni face of this Alawite family values 
regime’.3 More broadly, the government’s ties to the urban Sunni trading 
classes, particularly in Damascus and Aleppo, have also helped its survival.4 
As Bassam Haddad notes, ‘families associated with the regime in one way 
or another came to dominate the private sector, in addition to exercising 
considerable control over public economic assets’.5 Such families remain 
important, although their loyalty has looked more tenuous over the past six 
months.

Regime isolation
In themselves, these departures will not be major blows. There are plenty of 
other loyalist generals and diplomats. However, the signal that this sends to 
other non-Alawite elites will be important.

To be sure, other generals do not have Tlas’s wealth and connections. Tlas’ 
father and family had already made their way to Paris, guaranteeing their 
safety. And, crucially, Tlas’ cousin Abdel Razzak had defected from the military 
several months ago, and now leads the Free Syrian Army’s Farouk Battalion 
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in Homs. The path out will be far more difficult for other, less privileged elites 
thinking of jumping ship, so we should temper expectations of a cascade of 
defections – on logistical grounds alone – but it is now clear that, for senior 
officials, remaining in place carries the risk of assassination. 

However, whether or not further defections result, these two figures both 
provided a crucial Sunni veneer to a minority regime. Now, those Sunni 
groups hitherto sitting on the fence – like many business people – may be 
persuaded to tilt to the opposition, even if this occurs quietly and without 
fanfare. Similarly, those lower down the food chain could also be persuaded 
to gradually shift their allegiance.

Currently, ‘even officers who do not report for duty still draw salaries and 
pensions in a broadly successful attempt to buy their acquiescence’.6 Although 
their families remain vulnerable, these groups and others still in service will 
be demoralised by such prominent defections and assassinations.

Less than a week after the loss of Tlas and Fares, reports emerged that 
Major-General Adnan Sillu, the former head of Syria’s chemical weapons 
programme, had defected to take up a leadership position with the Free 
Syrian Army. Sillu claims to have defected some months ago, so his departure 
cannot be taken as evidence of a chain reaction of defections, but it will 
reinforce the perception of crumbling political legitimacy. Under conditions 
of restricted information, in which each side seeks to win the narrative, such 
perceptions can be important. 

Sillu’s defection is also relevant from the point of view of growing fears over 
Syria’s substantial chemical weapons stockpile. In July 2012, Western and 
Israeli officials indicated that Syria had begun to move these weapons from 
storage sites.7 In all probability, this move was intended both to safeguard the 
dispersed stockpiles from potential rebel seizure, but also to deprive Western 
powers of any pretext for intervention. For a more detailed examination of 
Syria’s chemical weapons, see Paul Schulte’s contribution to this report. 

Shifts in the east
This process of shifting allegiance could even extend to Syria’s periphery and 
across its borders. The defecting ambassador Nawaf Fares had been appointed 
to Iraq in the hope that he would engage with the Sunni Awakening Councils, 
US-funded militias built up to combat Iraq’s then raging insurgency.8 Some of 
those same Sunni groupings could now provide logistical assistance and even 
manpower for the Syrian rebels, given the historic cross-border ties between 
the neighbouring countries and the ease of travel.9 Fares, who served as a 
senior Ba’ath Party official in Sunni-dominated Deir al-Zour governorate 
adjacent to the that border, a region in which his tribal links are rooted, could 
therefore play a key role in increasing pressure on the regime’s eastern flank.

On the Syrian side of the border, it was a fierce government offensive in 
the city of Deir al-Zour, the governorate’s capital, which accelerated tribal 
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opposition to the regime and reportedly prompted Fares to first consider 
defecting.10 Although the tribes of the region remain divided in their loyalties, 
Fares’ defection could accelerate anti-regime alignments. On the Iraqi side, 
Fares could assist Syria’s rebels in liaising with Sunni allies in Iraq’s adjoining 
Anbar province.

On 19 July, Iraq’s deputy interior minister announced that Syrian rebels had 
taken control of all the Syria-Iraq border points. Although Iraq’s government 
has cautiously sided with Assad, and closed some of the border crossings in 
response, these gains could make the flows of rebels, arms, ammunition and 
other war materiel even easier than has hitherto been the case. Such shifts in 
eastern Syria will have an adverse impact on the regime’s economic stability, 
because its oil fields and pipelines feed refineries and power stations in the 
west of the country.11

The ruling coalition narrows
In addition to these ripples, Tlas’ desertion also has implications for how 
we should think about dynamics within the inner core of the Assad regime. 
The reported reasons for the desertion are interesting in this regard. It has 
been argued that General Tlas was tasked with quelling rebellion in the 
Damascus suburbs of Harasta and Douma last year. The general reportedly 
negotiated an agreement with the rebels to have each side step back, but 
was overruled by Alawite figures and was squeezed out of office and denied 
further promotion. According to the BBC, this process of exclusion dates to 
May 2011, after which Tlas was under ‘partial house arrest’.

If disagreement over strategy has reached the inner sanctum, it suggests 
that there may be other disaffected regime members. Indeed, the insider 
information that would have been required to prosecute the 18 July 
Damascus bombing could very well have come from a Syrian government 
official still in office. Even loyal regime members may now find themselves 
under more suspicion, and therefore sidelined. Consider the case of the 
senior security official and former head of Syrian intelligence in Lebanon, 
Rustom Ghazali, who was forced to vigorously deny reports that he had 
defected. Even if those denials were sincere, the need to make such public 
statements underscores the climate of suspicion. Moreover, the sheer extent 
of suspicions – even amongst those intimately familiar with Syria – that the 
regime may have orchestrated the Damascus bombing itself, in order to rid 
itself of potential coup-plotters, is indicative of this deep insecurity.  

The growth of mistrust within the regime will force decision-making into an 
ever-smaller circle, perhaps leaving the regime more estranged from even its 
elite officers, less amenable to any compromise, and increasingly sectarian 
in its outlook and composition. Although the experience of Libya’s uprising 
is cautionary, suggesting that cohesive security forces can survive even high-
level political defections, there must come a point at which the government’s 
base is just too narrow.
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As David Gardner has perceptively written in the Financial Times, ‘erosion is 
a largely invisible process, its extent rarely clear until the pillars start falling’.12 
Barbara Geddes, in a theoretical academic paper on the nature of regime 
collapse, argues that this is typical for such political systems: ‘in personalist 
regimes, the ruling coalition narrows as the intransigents circle the wagons 
and exclude moderates from access to increasingly scarce spoils. Former 
regime moderates may then join the opposition’.13 This is precisely what we 
seem to be seeing in Syria.

Desertion or defection?
Although Fares has come out publicly against the regime,  General Tlas has 
been more circumspect. Some question whether he has in fact defected (i.e., 
actively joined the opposition) or simply deserted in order to protect his 
wealth. The French foreign minister, Laurent Fabius, has indicated that Tlas 
is in Paris and that he has been in contact with members of the opposition 
since leaving Syria. According to an unverified communication to Reuters, 
Tlas has also requested a ‘constructive transition that guarantees Syria’s unity, 
stability and security as well as the legitimate aspirations of its people’.14

These messages hint at defection rather than desertion, and the wording of 
the latter indicates that the general may even wish to play a role himself. One 
obstacle to this is that, even if he had been passing on information while in 
office, as is rumoured, he would not be privy to up-to-date information, such 
as the location of key units, owing to the long gestation of his estrangement 
and defection. 

Additionally, while some see him as a potentially bridging figure, his prominent 
role by President Assad’s side would make him extremely divisive among the 
opposition. Syrian opposition leader Michel Kilo, during a visit to Rusisa, is 
reported to have suggested Tlas as a suitable transitional figure, because 
of his ‘untarnished reputation’. This is not a judgment that other parts of 
the opposition will share, although much will depend on Tlas’ own actions 
in the weeks ahead. At present, it is impossible to say with any uncertainty 
which individual or group will be at the forefront of the inevitable political 
transition. 

A shifting military balance
These political blows to the regime come at a sensitive moment. The flow of 
weapons and ammunition to the rebels, funded by Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
and abetted by Turkey and the United States, began in mid-May and made 
itself felt over the summer, with the regime now under unprecedented 
military pressure.15 According to the Guardian, ‘two US intelligence officers 
were in Syria’s third city of Homs between December and early February, 
trying to establish command and control within rebel ranks’. In addition, a 
command centre has been established in Istanbul to coordinate the rebels’ 
supply lines, and Saudi Arabia plans to pay rebel salaries.16 

This is a major shift from six months ago when, despite reports of Gulf Arab 
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support for the rebellion, actual assistance remained limited. Rebel military 
effectiveness, though limited, has steadily increased.

By June 2012, the Syrian military was reportedly suffering losses of 20 
soldiers a day on average and many more wounded, in part as a result of 
growing rebel proficiency in the use of improvised explosive devices.17 More 
recent estimates suggest that defections have reached the remarkable pace 
of one hundred soldiers per week, with the rate accelerating in the aftermath 
of July’s Damascus bombing.18 At the end of June, the former head of the 
opposition’s Syrian National Council, Burhan Ghalioun, was even able to 
cross into Syria and tour ‘liberated territory’ in Idlib, not far from the Turkish 
border.19 

Although reports of defections from and attacks on the bases of the 
Republican Guard and elite Fourth Division remain unverified, these would 
be crucial indicators of an irreversible loss of the regime’s repressive capacity. 

The shadow of terrorism
Complicating this picture further is the lengthening shadow of jihadist groups, 
who – notwithstanding Nawaf Fares’ accusation of regime culpability in 
earlier bombings – have been held responsible for a wave of terrorist attacks 
against regime targets.

Al-Qa’ida does not have a history of mounting attacks on Syrian soil. Sunni 
Islamists in Syria once waged a bloody six-year insurgency, but the regime’s 
massacre at Hama in 1982 put an end to that. In 2008, a suicide bombing in 
Damascus killed seventeen Syrians, yet the perpetrator was never clear. From 
the beginning of 2012, there have been a growing number of terrorist attacks 
directed at military institutions but causing substantial non-combatant 
casualties. There is a risk that the insurgency, targeted carefully at the regime 
and its security forces, becomes overtaken by a campaign of indiscriminate 
violence intended to sow sectarian discord, marginalise pragmatic parts of 
the opposition, and accelerate Syria’s political disintegration.

If the 18 July Damascus bombing was a suicide operation, as Syrian state 
media alleged, then this will reinforce the concern that jihadist groups, who 
would have more expertise in such tactics, are playing a greater role. The Free 
Syrian Army insists that it planted a remote-controlled bomb, which would 
suggest that the bombing was part of a narrowly focused military campaign 
rather than harbinger of attacks on non-elite civilians.  But it should be noted 
that a group called the Liwa’ al-Islam, or Brigade of Islam, has also claimed 
responsibility, and hardline Islamists are undoubtedly active in Syria.

Western official have agreed that they see fighters linked to Al-Qa’ida in Iraq 
as responsible for bombings in Damascus and Aleppo, something reinforced 
by the method and targets of these attacks. From January onwards, a 
previously unknown group, the Jabhat al-Nusra, or al-Nusra Battlefront, has 
claimed responsibility for various attacks (though not all).20 
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In fact, Al-Qa’ida and affiliated groups have both the motive and opportunity 
to exploit Syria’s fraught sectarian balance, just as they did in Iraq in 2006. 
That year, the bombing of a Shia mosque in the city of Samarra sparked off 
a horrific civil war between (majority) Shia and (minority) Sunni. Al Qa’ida in 
Iraq (AQI) used both Syrian manpower and supply lines.21

Today, those resources are almost certainly being turned back into Syria. 
AQI made itself enormously unpopular in Iraq by unleashing untrammelled 
violence against Iraqi civilians. Now, it may see a fresh chance to gain 
credibility and support in a fight against President Assad’s self-declared 
‘secular’ government. That may be an especially attractive strategy at a 
moment when parts of the opposition are realising that no cavalry – whether 
NATO or the Arab League – is coming to rescue them. 

This should not be taken to mean, as is alleged by regime propaganda and 
some cruder accounts of the Syrian conflict, that the opposition is mainly 
comprised of jihadists. There is no evidence for this claim. Nir Rosen, a 
journalist who travelled around Syria, explains: ‘Syria’s uprising is not a 
secular one. Most participants are devout Muslims inspired by Islam. By 
virtue of Syria’s demography most of the opposition is Sunni Muslim and 
often come from conservative areas’.22 

The boundary between conservatism and extremism, however, is not always 
clear. Although the Free Syrian Army’s leadership has condemned jihadist 
groups, ‘most FSA factions are now steeped in religious rhetoric and there 
are a number of explicitly Islamist groups calling themselves part of the FSA, 
some of whom use radical jihadi slogans’.23 

Minority fears
This has caused understandable and justified concern because pro-Assad 
segments of the Syrian population sincerely see the existing Syrian state 
as pluralistic, secular and ultimately the only system by which the safety 
and rights of Syria’s minority can be guaranteed.24 Islamists of all stripes, 
but particularly jihadists, and Sunni Arab states are both perceived as the 
antithesis to this supposed pluralism and secularism. Assad’s message – that 
Syria is under siege – therefore resonates, and does so particularly loudly 
in the context of suicide bombings, Arab support for rebels, and fervent 
religious rhetoric from some rebel factions. 

If the rebels are to moderate the trauma of any transition to a majoritarian 
and democratic state, assuaging these concerns will be imperative. The 
gulf between the Syrian National Council (SNC) and the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) on the one hand, and the FSA and local fighters ostensibly under its 
leadership on the other, makes it difficult to see how these organisations can 
guarantee the safety of vulnerable minorities beyond issuing aspirational 
directives. Such directives would have little force in those areas where local 
rebel factions happen to be intolerant, brutal and vengeful.25 However, the 
experience of Libya, in which pragmatic non-Islamists have dominated the 
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country’s first post-Qadhafi elections, despite the participation of both 
Islamists and jihadists in the uprising, should be somewhat heartening, 
despite the differences between the countries. 

Although the fundamentalist, sectarian and extremist trends are deeply 
worrying, they do not herald a jihadist takeover. We must distinguish 
between mainstream Islamists, who dominate the opposition, particularly as 
part of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, and outright jihadists, who are few. 
Even those categories are unduly simplistic. There are various degrees of 
mainstream Islamism, some of which are compatible with (if not particularly 
conducive to) Syria’s religious pluralism.

Moreover, Islamists and jihadists may be allies in fighting Assad, but they will 
be opponents thereafter. The latter may wreak a terrible toll on minorities, 
but they cannot seize the levers of government – and there will be no foreign 
occupation force to mobilise extremists. As Stephen Glain notes, Assad’s 
regime is ‘likely to be replaced by a coalition of political movements, from 
the secular to the religious, with Sunni Islamist groups as the dominant 
current’.26  The balance of power within that coalition will depend on a 
number of factors, including the nature of regime collapse and the flexibility 
and self-awareness shown by the SNC in the coming months. 

Regime collapse 
Ultimately, the conjunction of defections and assassinations has probably 
pushed the regime closer to collapse. The precise triggers for such a collapse 
could include: the assassination or serious wounding of President Assad; a 
series of prominent defections from elite military units; the seizure of key 
government buildings in Damascus by rebel forces; the acquisition by rebels 
or meaningful armour or artillery in the outskirts of Damascus; the defection 
of the vice-president; or a clear signal from Russia that it is withdrawing its 
official personnel and/or citizens from parts of Syria. 

As one French diplomat noted to Reuters: ‘We are now hearing things 
from within political and military circles in Russia that are surprising us and 
that we were not hearing before’.27 The implication is that Russia and Iran, 
notwithstanding the former’s veto of a UN Security Council Resolution on 19 
July, could eventually attempt a controlled implosion, by working to replace 
President Assad with a favoured Sunni successor.

This has been dubbed the ‘Yemen option’, in reference to the way in which 
Saudi Arabia and the United States eased out President Ali Abdullah Saleh 
this year. Adam Garfinkle even envisions a convergence of US-Russian 
interests, insofar as ‘the possibility of a Sunni-led revolutionary government 
in Syria … is something that [the United States] and the Russians can agree 
to oppose and even prevent’.28 Alternatively, such an intra-regime successor 
could emerge independently of outside support, and try to cut a deal with 
some rebel groups. 
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The advanced stage of the rebellion means that either one of these paths 
would be messy, because large portions of the opposition would not 
necessarily give up the fight. There may be a balance between the priority 
given to continuity of government on the one hand, which would reassure 
Syria’s minorities of their safety, and the credibility of the transition on the 
other, which would require at least the inner core of the regime and the 
upper layer of the security forces to be purged whether by agreement or 
force.

Clearly, large parts of the Syrian opposition do not see Yemen – whose security 
forces remain in the control of elites from the old regime – as a model to 
emulate. Regime ‘moderates’ are precisely those who have either already 
fled, or are likely to flee or be eliminated in the weeks or months ahead – 
leaving behind figures, like Maher al-Assad, who are utterly implausible as 
mutually acceptable leaders of a transition. This means that a ‘palace coup’ 
would not necessarily be a solution unless it produced deeper changes in the 
regime.29

Postwar challenges
We should also not exclude the possibility of prolonged resistance from rump 
security forces, including the concentration of regime security forces within 
Damascus or in ‘Alawite’ areas in the ‘Levantine highlands’.30 This would 
not be a stable equilibrium. It would likely result in a longer-term defeat 
for loyalist forces (an Alawite mini-state would be outgunned, isolated, and 
opposed by Turkey), but such a defeat could only come about after a deeply 
divisive and casualty-intensive process entailing the temporary Balkanisation 
of Syrian territory.

Even a more decisive collapse of the regime could still see loyalist resistance 
on a far greater scale than that faced by Libya, perhaps amplified by support 
from Iran, which would wish to preserve some semblance of its influence in a 
post-Assad Syria. If state authority were not established within a reasonable 
period after collapse, the longer-term prospects for a democratic, stable 
Syria would shrink even further because local militias would gain in strength, 
helped along by foreign powers eager to cultivate clients - a process familiar 
to us from Lebanon’s civil war. 

What is clear is that the last few week’s series of defections, assassinations, 
and the loosening grip on Damascus all indicate an ever-narrowing base of 
support, and a high probability of sudden and unpredictable collapse. 

Shashank Joshi is a Research Fellow at RUSI. 
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Regional Players Move In

By Jonathan Eyal

There is little doubt that Syrian president Bashar al-Assad’s regime is 
beginning to crack up. The nation’s major cities are now wastelands, tens 
of thousands of refugees flee the country daily, and a substantial number of 
generals are already known to have defected, casting serious doubts on the 
cohesion of Syria’s security apparatus. But Western governments which have 
long worked for Assad’s departure should now begin to fear what may lie in 
store. For, instead of imploding as other Arab countries did when they were 
gripped by revolutions, Syria will explode, disgorging its troubles across the 
entire Middle East, with potentially catastrophic consequences which will 
need to be managed, since they look unlikely to be avoided.

In theory, President Assad can survive this uprising: his crack military units 
are still held in reserve and have barely been tested. The rebels are still no 
match for the armed forces, and despite the increased level of violence, the 
fact remains that the regime’s central pillars are shaken, but still standing. 
However, it is highly unlikely that, after 16 months of uninterrupted internal 
bloodshed which has cost the lives of at least 16,000 people, Assad can 
recover. Rulers such as him depend on cultivating an image of invincibility, 
and that has been shattered. They also depend on a system of patronage 
which is disintegrating, as power-brokers either get killed, or jump from a 
sinking ship. The fact that president Assad has had to appear on his country’s 
state-controlled TV twice last week just to prove he’s still alive is a good 
indication that the end is approaching. 

Still, the manner and speed of Assad’s departure will make a huge difference. 
He could flee the country or be deposed in a palace coup; that, after all, 
is what really happened in Tunisia and Egypt last year. Under this scenario 
the fighting may stop, as new leaders negotiate with the rebels, perhaps 
under the auspices of Mr Kofi Annan, the former UN Secretary-General. The 
situation will not be pretty and intermittent violence will continue. Score-
settling and subsequent coups will also be likely; it is usually forgotten 
that Syria was the first Arab nation to experience military coups soon after 
gaining full independence from France in the 1940s, and that until the rise of 
the Assad family and his Alawite clique in the mid-1960s, two or even three 
military coups a year were the norm. But most of the coups were bloodless, 
and the score-settling remained confined to a small circle of the political 
elite, a situation which could return after Assad’s departure.

Sadly, this outcome – probably the best the country faces – is also the least 
likely; a far more plausible outcome is that the revolt succeeds in engulfing 
the entire country, leading to the collapse of the regime and a victory for the 
ragtag forces under the control of the Syria National Council, an umbrella 
organisation which includes most of the existing rebels. Libya has experienced 
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exactly this outcome last year, and although the situation initially looked 
very messy, the country stuck together, holding recent elections in which, 
to everyone’s surprise, extremists and Islamist-based parties were rebuffed. 

But Libya is no model for Syria. The Libyans are a small nation in a huge 
country with large reserves of oil and gas; Syria has a large population on a 
smaller territory with scant natural resources. More significantly, while all of 
Libya’s neighbours agreed that the maintenance of the country’s unity was 
in their interest, no such agreement prevails among Syria’s neighbours. For 
the Syrian nation is a precarious mix of Sunni Muslims who represent the 
bulk of the population but enjoy little power, the minority Alawite Shia of 
President Assad who account for 12 per cent of the nation yet hold the levers 
of control, Kurds and Christians with about 10 percent of the population 
each, and the Druze who number about 700,000 souls.

As detailed in Shashank Joshi’s contribution to this Briefing, The immediate 
consequence of Assad’s removal could be revenge killings perpetrated by 
Syria’s Sunnis on Assad’s Alawites and, quite likely, on Assad’s Christian allies 
as well. The deeds for which Sunnis will be seeking revenge stretch back to 
1982, when 20,000 were slaughtered in the city of Hama by forces loyal to 
Assad’s father, who crushed a previous revolt, as well as the current violence, 
which clearly targeted Sunnis in particular. 

But the real challenge for Syria will come from the machinations of its 
neighbours. The collapse of the Assad regime will be an unmitigated disaster 
for Iran. The alliance between the two countries not only split the Arab world 
to Iran’s advantage, but also served as a conduit for Iranian support to other 
radical movements in the region, such as Hizbullah in Lebanon, or Hamas in 
the Gaza Strip. 

The loss of these huge strategic levers will be keenly felt in Tehran. And even 
more painful will be the loss of face, the diminution in Iran’s ’soft power’ 
influence throughout the Middle East. Since the current wave of Arab revolts 
begun in January last year, Iranian officials have tried to cast them as part 
of a process of an ‘Islamic awakening’, inspired – no less – by Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s overthrow of the Shah. The narrative was not particularly 
persuasive in the Arab world, but provided at least a serviceable explanation 
for the inherent contradiction between the repression which the Iranians 
experienced at home, and their government’s official support for similar 
uprisings elsewhere in the Middle East. And, as long as the revolts appeared 
to overthrow only pro-Western autocrats, Iran could plausibly claim that the 
process was beneficial to its long-term strategic objectives and aspirations. 
Seen from this perspective, therefore, Assad’s demise would not only wipe 
out Iran’s credibility in the Middle East, but may also raise serious questions 
about the mullahs’ ability to control dissent inside Iran.

For these reasons, it is highly unlikely that Iran will give up on Syria’s Shias, 
even if Assad disappears. Providing logistical support to Shia militias – 
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which are certain to be formed in Syria – will not be easy for Iran, but not 
impossible. For, what would essentially happen is a reversal of the current 
Iranian-controlled supply routes: instead of Iranian-supplied weapons and 
money being distributed from Syria to neighbouring Iraq and Lebanon, the 
networks will flow in the opposite direction, from Iraq and Lebanon into 
Syria. Northern Iraq may be Sunni dominated, but this did not prevent Iran 
from operating supply lines in one direction and it will not prevent the supply 
lines from following the opposite direction.  The clearest indication of this 
thinking comes from Hassan Nasrallah, the Hizbullah leader in Lebanon, who 
publicly pledged to help his  ‘comrades-in-arms in Syria’ in ‘crushing their 
enemies’.1 

Interestingly, Nasrallah also publicly admitted – for the first time ever – that 
most of Hizbullah’s weapons did, indeed, come from Syria; until now, the 
source of these weapons was not a matter on which Hizbullah commented. 
The purpose of this admission is not only to build up popular support for 
Hizbullah’s future role in support of its allies in Syria, but also to make it very 
clear to lower-ranking Hizbullah commanders that Nasrallah and his backers 
in Tehran see the fate of their organisation as inextricably linked to the future 
political disposition in Syria. 

And, precisely in order to counteract these trends, Saudi Arabia and other 
Gulf states will be guaranteed to provide support to a new Syrian government, 
regardless of its composition, for many years to come. Even before the 
current wave of Arab revolts started, Saudi Arabia sought a reconciliation 
with Bashar al-Assad; it was prepared to accept consigning Lebanon to a 
Syrian sphere of influence for perpetuity in return for persuading Assad to 
break his strategic link with Iran. So, it is certain that, the moment Assad is 
gone, the Saudis will be leading efforts to shore up any new government in 
Damascus for this, almost by definition, will work in Saudi Arabia’s long-term 
interests. 

The scene is, therefore, set for a proxy war between Shia militias recruited 
from Syria’s Alawite minority and a future Sunni-led Syrian government 
supplied by its richer Arab brethren. Syria will join Iraq which is now afflicted 
by the same proxy battle, and Lebanon, which has suffered from a Shia-Sunni 
confrontation for decades. And, once violence sets in, militias in one country 
will feed on those in another; northern Lebanon, hitherto fairly stable, is 
already descending into chaos because of fighting in Syria.

To complicate matters, the Sunni Arab camp is itself split over Syria. The 
Muslim Brotherhood, now ruling Egypt, wants a toehold in Syria, where it 
was oppressed for more than half a century, but where it may have a strong 
following. The Brotherhood itself is hardly a homogenous organisation and, 
at least for a number of years, it will be more preoccupied with consolidating 
its power base in Egypt, rather than engaging in foreign adventures. Still, 
one should not underestimate the Brotherhood’s need to shore up its claim 
to represent the Middle East’s only remaining pan-Arab movement; in that 
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context, support for its followers inside Syria will be important. Saudi Arabia, 
however, fears the Brotherhood almost as much as it fears Iran, so one should 
expect that Saudi support for a new Syrian government will be conditioned 
on keeping the Brotherhood at bay, or at least not allowing the organisation 
to gain complete power. This is one area in which the political tension will 
be between Saudi Arabia and Qatar, with the latter showing more support 
for the Brotherhood. But most of this intra-Gulf tension will be played in 
Damascus.

And, if this was not enough, there is also Turkey, which is guaranteed to 
continue playing a major role inside Syria. Turkey is almost certain to be 
disappointed in its current expectations that a future Syrian government will 
be amenable to Turkish security interests; as Western powers discovered after 
the collapse of the Qadhafi’s regime in Libya, gratitude is not an important 
commodity in politics. Still, a Turkish government will have no option but to 
dabble in the formation of a future Syrian government, if only in order to 
prevent the Kurds from acquiring too much power. 

Either way, the proxy battle in Syria will be led by no less than four different 
interest groups, even before one factors in the future policies of Russia – 
which has between 20 to 30,000  nationals inside Syria – or the impact of 
Israel with which Syria remains technically at war. A less promising future for 
any country can hardly be imagined.

For the collapse of the Assad regime will mark the end of a historic chapter 
in the Middle East. President Assad was the region’s last secular strongman, 
the last of the Arab leaders who repressed religious and ethnic differences 
in the name of a higher pan-Arab ideology. His method of government is 
now as defunct as that of the Soviet Union or communist Eastern Europe, 
on which it was based. But Assad’s demise will also give way to weaker, and 
more sectarian leaders. 

Either way, the fight for Syria is set to shape the future Middle East. And, 
frustratingly, all that outside governments can do at this stage is watch and 
hope that the very worst does not come to pass. 

Dr Jonathan Eyal is a Senior Research Fellow and Director of International 
Security Studies, RUSI.

Note
1. ‘Hezbollah renews support to Assad, says dialogue among Syrians needed’, The 
Daily Star, Lebanon, 18 July 2012, <http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Politics/2012/
Jul-18/181084-hezbollah-praises-syrian-generals-killed-in-damascus-suicide-attack.
ashx#ixzz21R0BUIN9>.
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Postscript: Mr ‘Nyet’: Russia and  
Her Syrian Friend

It is, by now, pretty clear why Russia is shielding Bashar al-Assad’s regime 
from international opprobrium and pressure. One reason is strategic: Syria 
is one of the few remaining Russian allies in the Middle East. Another 
explanation is economic: the Syrians were good customers for Russian-
made military equipment although it is often forgotten that they were not 
great payers. But, ultimately, the Russian policy is the personal outcome of 
President Vladimir Putin’s decision. Mr Putin was infuriated by what he saw 
as the West’s misuse of a UN Security Council resolution on Libya in March 
last year in order to launch a military offensive which ultimately resulted in 
a Libyan regime change, precisely what the West promised not to do. Mr 
Putin genuinely believes that the West was instrumental in undermining the 
Syrian regime, and is determined to make it clear that Russia will no longer 
be tricked into acquiescing with Western-dictated priorities in either the 
Middle East, or elsewhere. So, for the Kremlin, the question is more one of 
principle rather than Syria as such.

Still, Mr Putin must be aware that Bashar al-Assad’s survival hangs in the 
balance, and that tying Russia’s entire Middle Eastern policy on him is hardly 
a very wise choice. The Russian leader also understands his policies are 
deeply resented throughout the Arab world. So, why does Putin still persists 
in being Mr Nyet? For what remains, from a Russian perspective, a set of 
very sound reasons:

• The absence of an alternative. Even if Putin wanted to disassociate 
himself from Assad, Moscow has no other Syrian leader who can 
guarantee enduring Russian influence in the country. Moscow does 
not believe Western promises that Russia will be consulted in the 
future over Syria, so unless a Syrian figure of sufficient standing 
emerges to reassure the Kremlin, Putin will stick with Assad for lack 
of alternatives;

• Refusal to accept that Syria may be ‘lost’ for Russia. Putin’s 
calculation is that, even if Assad were to disappear, a future Syrian 
government will be interested in maintaining cordial relations with 
Moscow, if only in order not to appear too beholden to the West, 
but also as a mechanism for balancing the overwhelming influence 
and involvement of Saudi Arabia and Iran, who will be competing for 
influence in Damascus. So, the Russian assessment is that Moscow’s 
future influence will be enduring, even if they stick by Assad through 
thick and thin, and even if Assad’s regime were to collapse;

• Assessment that the damage to East-West relations is small. The 
Russians know that their stance on Syria has infuriated Western 
governments, and endangers the so-called “reset” in relations with 
the US. But the Russian calculation is that this damage is temporary 
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and utterly recoverable. If US president Barack Obama is re-elected, 
Mr Obama will have every interest to move on from the Syrian 
episode, which will be quickly forgotten. And European governments 
have no interest in bearing grudges either. So, a Russian diplomatic 
defeat in Syria is ephemeral in its consequences;

• Finally, Putin calculates that the rest of the Arab world still needs 
Russian support, as the crisis over Iran looms ever wider. As a result, 
every Arab government will move to repair relations with Moscow 
after the Syrian episode is over.

In sum, the Russians are persisting in their alliance with Assad largely because 
they believe that, if they succeed in preventing Assad’s collapse they will be 
remembered in the Middle East as the only outside power which sticks by  
allies (unlike the US which dumps its allies) and, if the Russians fail to save 
Assad, the damage to Moscow’s reputation will be very limited.

This may not be in accordance with a Western logic, but it makes perfect 
sense for the former lowly KGB officer who now decides Russia’s destiny.


	Introduction - Michael Clarke
	Map
	Options for Intervention - Richard Kemp
	Assessing a Ground Intervention in Syria - Michael Codner
	Syrian Chemical Weapons Stocks - Paul Schulte
	Transition from Assad - Shashank Joshi
	Regional Players Move In - Jonathan Eyal
	Postscript: Mr 'Nyet: Russia and Her Syrian Friend



