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The war in Syria may go on for many years more, but, clearly, Bashar al-Assad is winning it.1 Having secured his grip on
key cities like Homs and Damascus, the Syrian president’s forces retook rebel-held parts of Aleppo in late 2016 and
reached the eastern city of Deir al-Zor last month, while Russian-brokered truces locked down his gains in the west.2
Assad’s opponents often point out that these advances rely on foreign support. That’s true, but Russian and Iranian
involvement in Syria is just one side of the coin: no less important is the slackening of international support for the
Syrian opposition.
For a few years, no cause was as celebrated in Western and Arab capitals as Syria’s uprising. The United States and its
closest European allies ratcheted up pressure on Assad’s regime over spring and summer 2011, imposing a raft of
sanctions and calling on the dictator to step aside. Qatar, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia delivered thousands of tons of
military equipment delivered to Syria from 2012 onward.3 Sources close to the Qatari regime claim that it donated as
much as $3 billion between 2011 and 2013.4 In 2013, President Barack Obama initiated “one of the costliest covert
action programs in the history of the C.I.A.,” with one oﬃcial later estimating that American-backed rebels may have
killed and wounded as many as 100,000 Syrian or allied soldiers.5
Yet that support failed to topple Assad, whose Russian and Iranian allies predictably counter-escalated by increasing
their own support to his regime. As Syria devolved into a chaotic, sectarian civil war accompanied by surging regional
instability and jihadi extremism, the resolve of anti-Assad nations faded away and international attention began to drift
toward treating the second-order eﬀects of the war.
Whereas more than 100 nations—over half the states in the world—joined an anti-Assad coalition known as the “Friends
of Syria” in 2012, the armed opposition had to settle for military support from a much smaller group—mainly the United
States, France, the United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Qatar, and Turkey—in the years that followed. By 2017, these
nations were also exhausted. They are now subtly shifting the goalposts to deemphasize demands for Assad’s resignation,
downsizing support programs for the opposition, and pressuring their Syrian clients to focus on other enemies.
This report will chart the rise and fall of the Friends of Syria coalition, and the slow retreat of Western, Arab, and other
nations from their multi-year campaign for regime change in Syria.

The Friends of Syria
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In early 2012, foreign ministers and oﬃcials from some ﬁve dozen nations traveled to newly democratic Tunisia for what
would be the largest-ever manifestation of international support for the Syrian opposition, then nearly a year into its
uprising against President Bashar al-Assad’s authoritarian government. 6 Inspired by the Libya Contact Group set up in
March 2011 to overthrow Moammar al-Gaddaﬁ, which was later renamed Friends of the New Libya, the oﬃcials in
Tunisia decided to call themselves the “Friends of Syria.”7
The creation of the Friends of Syria “came immediately after Russia’s second veto in favor of Assad at the UN Security
Council in February 2012, and was designed as a means for anti-Assad states to coordinate their eﬀorts to support the
opposition,” says Christopher Phillips, an associate fellow of Chatham House and the author of a well-received book on
the diplomacy of the Syrian war.8
Phillips points to France as one likely driver of this attempt to emulate the Libyan model, but the United States handled
much of the diplomatic heavy lifting, having ﬂoated the idea and begun to assemble a core group of countries soon after
the veto.9 American eﬀorts were “key to organizing the Friends of Syria,” said Frederic C. Hof, who, as Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton’s senior adviser on Syrian aﬀairs, was closely involved with the meetings. However, Hof also stressed that
the United States’ inﬂuence in international diplomacy did not extend far on the battleground in Syria, or even among
the anti-Assad exiles. Within the Syrian opposition, the rulers of Istanbul, Doha, and Riyadh held far more sway—and
they coordinated as poorly with Washington as with each other.10
Indeed, from the inaugural meeting in Tunis, the Friends of Syria group would be “beset by the kind of problems that
would doom international eﬀorts to support the Syrian opposition,” Phillips tells me. “Regional states, led by Qatar but
also Saudi Arabia, pushed for military intervention and arming the rebels, as seen in Libya, while Western states were
wary of Islamist elements among the rebels and wanted a diplomatic solution.”11
At the Tunis meeting, Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Feisal called for arming the Syrian opposition, and Qatar urged
Arab troops to get involved. These ideas were politely ignored or rejected by most countries, including otherwise hawkish
Assad opponents in the West. 12
A total of four Friends of Syria meetings were held in 2012:
In Tunis on February 23, 2012,13
In Istanbul on April 1, 2012,14
In Paris on July 6, 2012, 15 and

PAGE 3

In Marrakech on December 12, 2012.16

THE FIRST FRIENDS OF SYRIA MEETING IN TUNIS, FEBRUARY 24, 2012. SOURCE: EUROPEAN EXTERNAL ACTION SERVICE.

In practical terms, their main outcome was to streamline each country’s national policies around the demand for a
political transition away from Assad’s rule, while voicing strong support for Syrian dissidents and calling for sanctions on
the authorities in Damascus. For example, the Marrakech meeting, reportedly attended by the representatives of 114
nations, stated that Assad had “lost legitimacy and should stand aside to allow the launching of a sustainable political
transition process in conformity with the Geneva communiqué,” referring to a document issued under UN supervision
that summer. The meetings were also used to announce humanitarian aid and economic support for the Syrian
opposition.17
The Friends of Syria conferences played a signiﬁcant role in Syrian opposition politics, by conferring legitimacy on the
Syrian National Council, a Turkey-based group that had sought support from the international community to overthrow
Assad. In late 2012, the United States and its allies forced the largely ineﬀectual Syrian National Council to merge into a
similar body known as the National Coalition, which was duly anointed by the Friends of Syria as “the legitimate
representative of the Syrian people and the umbrella organisation under which Syrian opposition groups are
gathering.”18
The thinking behind these moves was twofold. On the one hand, the Friends of Syria bloc was trying to strip Assad’s
government of legitimacy. On the other hand, the nations involved wanted to nurture a cohesive and non-extremist
opposition that could negotiate Assad’s resignation and step into the vacuum if, or when, he fell by other means.
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Arming the Rebels
In parallel with the Friends of Syria meetings, the most hardline opposition backers were also funding and arming a
growing guerrilla movement inside Syria.19 Weapons had begun trickling into Syria as early as 2011, through backdoor
channels organized by Islamist networks, smugglers, merchants, and Bedouin clans, but also with increasingly overt
support from Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.20
In early 2012, Turkey and the Gulf States escalated their involvement in Syria. That summer, the Turkish government
helped set up a joint cell in Adana to coordinate rival Qatari and Saudi eﬀorts, but neither Turkish nor American
pressure could keep the Gulf nations from seeking to subvert each other’s Syria policy.21 The campaign to arm the rebels
devolved into a competitive and chaotic race to build client networks, with weapons worth billions of dollars sent into
Syria over the coming year with little coordination or oversight.22
Syria was already devolving into sectarian warfare by late 2011, with regime control fraying across the Sunni
countryside. The inﬂux of massive foreign support over spring and summer 2012 led to an unprecedented proliferation
of armed groups across Syria. Unable to cope with the rising tide of guerrilla attacks, the army was compelled to
withdraw into safer areas, abandoning vast regions in northern Syria, and even some areas of Damascus and Aleppo, to
rebel control.
It was around this time that the U.S. government began to get seriously involved in the insurgency. The CIAinitially
moved to monitor arms supplies provided by Turks, Qataris, and Saudis, seeking to steer resources away from antiWestern jihadis while also intercepting deliveries of high-powered weapons like anti-aircraft missiles. Increasingly,
however, U.S. oﬃcials began to facilitate and complement allied support by adding American training and equipment—
ﬁrst nonlethal, then lethal.23
As the war dragged on, Obama came under ﬁre from a growing choir of interventionist voices in the media and Congress,
as well as from his Friends of Syria allies, for holding back on major arms deliveries and not intervening militarily
against Assad. In spring 2013, he hesitantly agreed to let the CIA organize its own arms pipeline under a Saudi-backed
program known as Timber Sycamore.24 It quickly grew into one of the most expensive covert programs in CIA history,
spending about a billion dollars per year by 2015.25
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Arms program Timber Sycamore quickly grew into one of the
most expensive covert programs in CIA history, spending about a
billion dollars per year by 2015.
By this time it was evident that Arab Spring had become “a proxy war for various regional powers,” noted Derek Chollet,
who at the time was Obama’s assistant secretary of defense for international security aﬀairs. “We had partners who were
just throwing all sorts of resources at the conﬂict,” Chollet told me in a 2016 interview, lamenting what he viewed as
irresponsible decisions by some U.S. allies. “Many of those resources ended up in the wrong hands. It was very much in
the spirit of ’the enemy of my enemy,’ and to some of our partners it didn’t matter if their support ended up with [the alQaeda-linked] Jabhat al-Nusra or other groups. So we spent a lot of time on trying to persuade them to support the
moderate opposition and galvanizing the international community to empower the moderate groups.”26
Though the United States did eventually manage to impose some order on regional gunrunning eﬀorts and dealt
considerable damage to Assad’s regime, Washington was not able to tame the insurgency itself. Increasingly chaotic, it
now hosted an array of radical jihadi groups.
Some Western and Syrian critics of Assad have argued that the militarization and Islamization of the uprising was an
inevitable reaction to brutal repression, and that democratic activists represented the “original revolution.” But a vastly
stronger Islamist movement begged to disagree, and as Syria continued its descent into sectarian civil war, such
counterfactuals simply did not matter—the opposition was what it was, not what its backers would have liked it to be.
No matter how intensely many Syrian and foreign activists, policymakers, and diplomats disliked Assad—whose regime
had always been corrupt and undemocratic, and was now also responsible for a growing list of war crimes—an
insurgency of this type could never have garnered broad international support.

Fickle Friends
Indeed, as Syria slid deeper into civil war, the Friends of Syria fast become fewer. More than sixty nations had taken part
in the group’s ﬁrst conference in Tunis in February 2012, and even greater numbers attended the follow-up meetings in
Istanbul, Paris, and Marrakech. It was the high point of international support for the Syrian opposition.
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In those days, the Syrian government was reeling from the shock of the initial uprising, losing more men, equipment,
and territory on a daily basis. 2012 saw rebels capture eastern Aleppo and subject central Damascus to a steady barrage
of mortars and rockets, while a July 18 bombing killed several members of the regime’s senior security elite, businessmen
moved their money abroad and the economy faltered, and young men started ﬂeeing in great numbers to avoid
conscription. Assad reached ever deeper into his repressive arsenal to cope with spiraling losses—in 2012, he ﬁrst
deployed artillery, then helicopters, then the air force, and ﬁnally ballistic missiles. Late that year, reports came that the
government had started bringing chemical weapons out of storage, and 2013 saw Syria’s ﬁrst conﬁrmed nerve gas
attacks, though Damascus denied responsibility.27
Even on the loyalist side of the war, many seem to have thought in 2012 that Assad would eventually fall from power or
lose control over so much of Syria that his regime could no longer function as a national government. In my meetings
with pro-government ﬁgures in Damascus last year, every person I asked pointed to 2012–2013 as the worst moment of
the war for them.28 From the outside, too, Assad’s undoing looked like it would be only a question of time to an audience
of analysts, journalists, and policymakers impressed by the recent toppling of authoritarian rulers in Tunisia, Egypt, and
Libya. Perhaps understandably, but nevertheless erroneously, “policy [was] driven by the belief that the regime would be
the latest falling ʻdomino’ in the Arab Spring.”29
By mid-2012, U.S. diplomats were making contingency plans for an uncontrolled collapse of the Syrian government, with
internal arguments for intervention now fueled by the idea the United States needed to get involved to steer events and
limit regional spillover once Assad’s regime crumbled.30 As 2012 turned into 2013, Western, Turkish, and Arab foreign
ministries were still conﬁdently assuring their governments that Assad was on his way out.
But he wasn’t. By late 2013, Assad had instead checked opposition advances, stemmed the ﬂow of regime defections, and
shored up his hold on power in Damascus. Though the regular Syrian Arab Army had decayed and lost much of its pre2011 power, Assad and his allies had instead mobilized a sprawling network of militias, including sectarian Alawite and
Shia groups but also multiconfessional units, Sunni tribal forces, and others.31 The air force conducted a pitiless
bombing campaign against rebel-held territories, nerve gas killed hundreds in the Damascus suburbs, and a forceful
intervention of Hezbollah ﬁghters shut down insurgent supply routes through northern Lebanon.32
Meanwhile, the Friends of Syria-endorsed democratic exiles ﬂoundered in the face of an Islamist-inﬂected sectarian
insurgency whose commanders spurned Western demands for compromise and negotiations.33 Though some rebels
made a point of promising democracy and minority rights, the largest groups were nearly all Islamists of some variety.
Many had to be constantly managed and pressured by their foreign funders to steer clear of extremist dalliances, and
some were full-blown salaﬁ-jihadis, as hostile to all other governments as to Assad’s.34
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Though the Syrian president was now widely reviled as a war
criminal and held responsible for tens of thousands of civilian
deaths, the likely alternatives seemed to be either stateless, jihadiinfested chaos or some sort of Talibanesque theocracy.
Though the Syrian president was now widely reviled as a war criminal and held responsible for tens of thousands of
civilian deaths, the likely alternatives seemed to be either stateless, jihadi-infested chaos or some sort of Talibanesque
theocracy.35 International enthusiasm for the opposition plummeted.
Since the Marrakech conference in December 2012, no more large-scale Friends of Syria conferences have assembled.
Instead, starting with a meeting in Rome in February 2013,36 international anti-Assad activism carried on in the form of
a smaller group of likeminded nations, which eventually became known as the “core group of the Friends of Syria” or the
“London 11.”37

MEETING OF THE “LONDON 11” ON OCTOBER 22, 2013. SOURCE: UK FOREIGN AND COMMONWEALTH OFFICE.

The new, slimmed-down pro-opposition meetings were usually attended by the foreign ministers of the United States,
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, and, often,
Egypt. Most of these nations were deeply invested in the war against Assad and had provided at least some material
support for the armed insurgency, though there were exceptions: Egypt was a hardline opposition backer until July 2013,
when a coup d’état tipped Cairo closer to the pro-Assad camp,38 and although Germany had always been a major
humanitarian donor, Chancellor Angela Merkel was far from the most militant of Assad’s opponents.39
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However, as the war went on, even these governments’ enthusiasm began to fade and other, incompatible interests rose
to the fore.

NATIONAL COALITION PRESIDENT AHMED JARBA SPEAKS AT A PRESS CONFERENCE AFTER THE “LONDON 11” MEETING ON
OCTOBER 22, 2013. SOURCE: UK FOREIGN AND COMMONWEALTH OFFICE.

Fading Faith in Regime Change
“There were several attempts to ʻﬁx’ the problems within the anti-Assad states, including streamlining the Friends of
Syria into the ʻLondon 11’, but it still never resolved the fundamental diﬀerences in approach,” says Christopher Phillips.
“In the end, it was acknowledged by most that the rebels couldn’t win without U.S. military air intervention, but Obama
would not.”40
A symbolic tipping-point arrived in the form of the so-called red line crisis of September 2013, when Obama opted fora
deal with Russia to peacefully remove Assad’s chemical weapons instead of striking his regime to avenge a lethal
chemical attack. Obama stands by the deal as the least bad of many terrible options, citing the removal of some 1,300
tons of toxic chemicals from the Syrian battleﬁeld, but his opponents were furious at what they saw as a sign of weakness
that gave the regime a new lease on life.41

PAGE 9

At this point it was overwhelmingly clear that the Syrian opposition could not, on its own, ﬁll the void if Assad were to
be overthrown militarily. Obama appears to have viewed any intervention that would likely end with the United States
owning another Afghan-style failed state as a wholly unacceptable proposition, and an intervention aiming to simply
kick Assad out and leave an anarchic Syria to fester as equally bad or worse. Yet the White House would not abandon the
goal of Assad’s removal, instead settling on the idea that a negotiated transition could be achieved if the Syrian
government came under enough rebel pressure.
A ﬁrst attempt at organizing Syrian-Syrian talks about a handover of power, the so-called Geneva II negotiations that
took place in January and February 2014, failed completely and gave no reason to think that a constructive compromise
was possible. Nevertheless, many in the U.S. administration, as well as most of America’s allies in the Friends of Syria
sphere, kept pushing for deeper intervention, arguing that Assad would come around if he just felt enough pressure.
Obama appeared skeptical, but clearly did not want to be seen to reward the Syrian regime for its obstructionist tactics
and abuse of international humanitarian law. And so U.S. Syria policy simply ﬂoundered on after the Geneva II failure—
an ongoing low-level intervention unhappily searching for its own ulterior purpose, overseen by a president that did not
seem to believe in what he was doing.

THE SYRIAN DELEGATION TO THE GENEVA II PEACE TALKS ON JANUARY 22, 2014, WITH RUSSIAN FOREIGN MINISTER SERGEI
LAVROV ON THE RIGHT. SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE.

In summer 2014, the rise of the Islamic State refocused attention on the extremist menace growing in now-stateless
parts of Syria.42 It led to the creation of a U.S.-led coalition striking the jihadis in Syria, but explicitly barred from
targeting pro-Assad forces. The United States was now more reluctant than ever to see Damascus fall, fearing that a
government collapse would provide the Islamic State with even more ungoverned space in which to operate.
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Counterintuitively, for the Friends of Syria and a host of pro-opposition D.C. think tanks, this conclusion transformed
into yet another argument for boosting the insurgency. The “last thing we want to do is to allow [jihadis] to march into
Damascus,” said CIA Director John Brennan in March 2015. According to Brennan, Assad had to remain in power for
now to allow for a negotiated solution, but that could only happen with sustained military pressure and an opposition
amenable to compromise. “That’s why it’s important to bolster those forces within the Syrian opposition that are not
extremists,” Brennan said.43
Oﬃcial U.S. strategy was now to weaken Assad so much that he would agree to give up power, yet not so much that
civilian or military institutions broke down or large cities were overrun by jihadis. But Syria was no computer game. The
CIA and its on-the-ground implementers, an unwieldy cohort of rival regional intelligence bosses and rebel ﬁxers, could
not ﬁne-tune insurgent activity to achieve predictable eﬀects, nor could they rewrite the social and ideological landscape
of rebel-held Syria by remote control.
It wasn’t that sending guns across the border was an ineﬀectual tactic. To the contrary, enough such support could almost
certainly have destroyed the Syrian regime and killed Assad—had that been the purpose, had the costs been deemed
acceptable. But using a chaotic, hundred-headed Sunni guerrilla force to tweak the Syrian president’s personal costbeneﬁt analysis of a political transition was like trying to perform heart surgery with a chainsaw, and blood soon spurted
all over the map.

Using a chaotic, hundred-headed Sunni guerrilla force to tweak
the Syrian president’s personal cost-beneﬁt analysis of a political
transition was like trying to perform heart surgery with a
chainsaw, and blood soon spurted all over the map.
In early 2015, the Gulf States and Turkey sent a stream of no-questions-asked ammunition crates into northern Syria,
alongside quality anti-tank rockets released by the United States. Duly empowered, the rebels quickly smashed through
government lines. The Syrian regime seemed exhausted and unable to stop the insurgents from burrowing into its
ﬂanks, but, even then, Assad showed no inclination to negotiate, apparently viewing the war as an existential life-ordeath battle.44
Over spring and summer 2015, the northwestern cities of Idlib and Jisr al-Shughour were taken by an Islamist force
spearheaded by al-Qaeda ﬁghters, while, in the east, Palmyra was captured by the Islamic State.
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For some of the Friends of Syria, this was ﬁne: Turkey and Qatar had always had a high tolerance for jihadism, and both
they and the Saudis now wanted Assad gone at almost any cost.45 But in Western capitals and in some Arab states, other
calculations applied. Behind the scenes, defense and intelligence analysts were sounding the alarm, warning that Syria
was at risk of turning into a permanent jihadi safe haven on Europe’s doorstep.
Publicly, the White House continued to espouse a hard line against Assad and was swiftly taken to task in the media
whenever an administration oﬃcial wavered on the issue of his removal,46 but faith in the CIA’s ability to ﬁnd that sweet
spot of perfectly calibrated military pressure was clearly ebbing.
On September 30, 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin unexpectedly stepped in to settle the U.S. administration’s
internal debates by intervening militarily in Syria, alongside an Iranian-led expeditionary corps on the ground.47 The
presence of Russian jets and air defenses seemed to preclude major U.S. intervention against Assad, whether under
Obama or a future president.

Unlike the Americans, Russia and Iran did not anguish over the
ideological inclination of their allies, had no plans to engineer a
new opposition movement, and were not seeking to midwife a
delicately balanced transitional government.
Unlike the Americans, Russia and Iran did not anguish over the ideological inclination of their allies, had no plans to
engineer a new opposition movement, and were not seeking to midwife a delicately balanced transitional government.
They wanted something much simpler: to crush the rebellion by empowering Assad’s already-existing regime,
unencumbered by any constitutional or humanitarian niceties.
That was doable. The Russian-Iranian surge had soon tipped the scales back in Assad’s favor, and by spring 2016 the
Syrian government was reclaiming lost lands. The United States and its allies tried to broker new truces and keep
transition talks going in Geneva, but declined the invitation to counter-escalate on behalf of an opposition they no longer
wanted to see in power. Instead, realizing that they could not realistically achieve their shared goal of ending Assad’s
rule, members of the former Friends of Syria bloc began to drift apart to focus on more narrowly national interests.
In what follows, we will examine how this drift played out for each major actor or group of actors among the Friends of
Syria: the United States, Europe, Turkey, Jordan, and the Gulf States.
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The United States: “Very Little to Do with Syria”
Even before his election in November 2016, U.S. President Donald Trump had made clear that he didn’t trust the antiAssad rebels and did not want to get involved in Syria. “If the Saudis are so concerned about Syria then they should go in
themselves. Stop telling us to do their dirty work,” he wrote in October 2013, having already loudly protested the idea
that Obama’s red line against chemical weapons should be enforced militarily. A year later, Trump mocked the idea that
there were “moderate rebels” in Syria and professed incredulity that Obama would give them arms. “What the hell is he
doing,” he tweeted. “Will turn on us.”48

If the Saudis are so concerned about Syria then they should go in
themselves. Stop telling us to do their dirty work.
— Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump) October 23, 2013

AGAIN, TO OUR VERY FOOLISH LEADER, DO NOT
ATTACK SYRIA – IF YOU DO MANY VERY BAD THINGS
WILL HAPPEN & FROM THAT FIGHT THE U.S. GETS
NOTHING!
— Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump) September 5, 2013

Do you believe that Obama is giving weapons to "moderate
rebels" in Syria.Isn't sure who they are. What the hell is he
doing.Will turn on us
— Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump) September 20, 2014
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Once in oﬃce, Trump bumbled about for a few months, but then began turning his tweets into policy. In late March
2017, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson declared that Assad’s future “will be decided by the Syrian people,” which was
widely and correctly understood to mean that it would be decided by Assad himself, or Putin, or someone—but the
United States would no longer spend blood or treasure to make the call.49
A week later, there was brief confusion as the United States sent a swarm of cruise missiles against a Syrian airﬁeld in
retaliation for an April 4 chemical attack.50 But Trump was soon back to form, determined to scale back U.S.
involvement in Syria. “We don’t need that quicksand,” he told the Wall Street Journal.51
Soon after, the president shut down the CIA’s four-year old program to arm Syrian rebels, calling it “massive, dangerous,
and wasteful.”52 Salary payments to CIA-vetted rebels in Syria are expected to end this winter. Although both the CIA
and the Pentagon have continued to support groups that ﬁght the Islamic State, these two lines of eﬀort are kept
separate, with anti-jihadi ﬁghters banned from engaging Assad’s forces.53 It marked the end of U.S. attempts to
overthrow Assad militarily.
“As far as Syria is concerned, we have very little to do with Syria, other than killing ISIS,” Trump explained at a
September 8 press conference with the emir of Kuwait.54
Opinion on Trump’s Syria policy is predictably split. Some in the American political establishment fume over what they
see as humiliation at the hands of Vladimir Putin, and as a blow to U.S. prestige and inﬂuence in the Middle East. Others
view Russia’s attempt to lead the war to a Moscow-friendly conclusion as an opportunity to disentangle America from an
intractable problem, allowing the United States to spend its political capital on more productive endeavors.
Trump’s dismantling of the Obama-era regime change policy has undoubtedly created new opportunities for diplomatic
deal-making at the opposition’s expense, since American and Russian goals in Syria are no longer fundamentally
irreconcilable. Though the United States has had several opportunities to act as a spoiler for Syrian regime interests,
including by seizing territory in eastern Syria, it has so far turned down these opportunities and allowed things to take
their course, while engaging diplomatically with Russia when and where it seems productive. These eﬀorts have so far
yielded a de-escalation deal for southern Syria, but it is low on detail and high on problems, and whether it can be
implemented in a stable fashion remains to be seen.55 In particular, Iran’s role in Syria continues to irk American
policymakers and may trigger new conﬂicts down the line.

The Europeans: Adjusting to America
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Among European Union members, only France and the United Kingdom have really put their shoulder to the wheel of
Syria’s revolution, though Germany and several other EU governments play a political or humanitarian role.
“The UK and France got involved for diﬀerent reasons,” says Christopher Phillips. “What they shared was a sense of
conﬁdence after the ʻsuccess’ of Libya in late 2011, and both Sarkozy and Cameron initially hoped to replicate that
success in Syria, believing they could direct the United States again. However, both were to learn that Obama saw Syria
very diﬀerently,” he says. 56
The Russian intervention and the election of Donald Trump have since ended any lingering Anglo-French hopes for a
U.S.-led intervention in Syria. Both countries have since fallen in line with the new American position.
Long Europe’s most hawkish opposition backer, France’s May 2017 election of Emmanuel Macron has brought swift
changes in that country’s diplomatic posture. The new president began backpedaling on the issue of Assad’s resignation
in June, saying, “nobody has shown me a legitimate successor,” and he later proposed a new international contact group
to discuss Syria.57 But in practice, there are few new ideas on the table, and what is being presented as a grand, Parisian
diplomatic push is really just France moonwalking away from its own unsustainable policies in the hope that it will look
like forward motion.

What is being presented as a grand, Parisian diplomatic push is
really just France moonwalking away from its own unsustainable
policies in the hope that it will look like forward motion.
On one issue, Macron has hardened his approach to Assad’s regime, promising that Paris will tolerate no use of chemical
weapons and may even launch unilateral French air strikes if that happens, with or without American support. Macron
claims to have made progress on the chemical weapons issue in talks with Putin, without providing any details.58
The United Kingdom’s Theresa May has kept a lower proﬁle. However, it was always clear that London wouldn’t ﬁght
the war alone. In a radio interview in late August, Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson avoided the question to the best of his
ability, but was ﬁnally forced to say that the future of the Syrian president is ultimately up to the Syrian people, and that
Assad, though he really ought to resign, is free to “stand in a democratic election.”59 While this means nothing in
particular, all are invited to read between the lines.
“To save face they couldn’t roll back immediately, but it is quite clear that the ground has shifted and they need to adjust
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their policies accordingly,” says Christopher Phillips. “Some I have spoken to in the Foreign and Commonwealth Oﬃce
still claim they are working towards a transition that doesn’t involve Assad but I’m fairly conﬁdent this is an oﬃcial line
and most can’t see it happening.”60
Starting in late 2016, the EU has tried to dangle reconstruction funding as a carrot in front of Assad, arguing that richer
countries could buy him oﬀ with promises of welfare for his people.61 This is a self-evidently stillborn strategy, and one
should probably credit European diplomats with understanding that. In practice, the EU’s cash-for-transition scheme is
a ﬁg leaf intended to allow Europeans to save face as they beat a retreat from coercive diplomacy into a much less
demanding political posture, which consists in passively oﬀering trades they know Assad won’t accept while acquiescing
to Syria’s Baathist restoration.

Turkey: Owns an Opposition, Unsure What to Do with It
In 2016, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan was ﬁnally forced to admit that he had been juggling a few too many
balls. His interventionist attitude to Syria had given him nothing but grey hairs, and he was now plagued by multiple
crises at home.62
In 2014, the United States intervened against the Islamic State. As part of their intervention, the Americans began
supporting the People’s Protection Forces, or YPG—a Syrian oﬀshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, or PKK, which
wages war on the government in Turkey. From Ankara’s horizon, this was a strategic disaster. The rise of a U.S.-backed,
pro-PKK self-government in northern Syria quickly overtook Assad as Turkey’s main issue of concern.63 Then, in 2015
and 2016, Russia’s intervention eﬀectively ended Turkish hopes of regime change in Damascus.
Although Russia’s entry into the conﬂict brought considerable tension and ended up constraining Erdogan’s freedom of
action, it also cleared up Turkey’s hopelessly tangled list of national priorities. Once Ankara recognized that
overthrowing Assad was out of the picture, what remained was to focus on the Kurds, the jihadis, and the refugee crisis—
in short, on the long-term management of Turkish inﬂuence among the competing forces on its southern border.
Having invested so much in the opposition, Erdogan could be certain to remain a key player in the conﬂict—just on a
losing trajectory instead of a winning one. In spring 2016,he decided to seek a compromise with Russia, in the hope that
Moscow would be open to pragmatic solutions for Turkey’s border woes.
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As part of a larger overhaul of its crisis-ridden foreign policy, Turkey started tomodify its Syria policies in mid-2016.64
Erdogan suddenly made good with Russia after a period of conﬂict, and then negotiated a deal with Moscow that saw
Turkish troops intervene northeast of Aleppo in August 2016. The intervention left Ankara in charge of a chunk of
territory that was largely worthless on its own, but which cut Syrian Kurdish lands in half. 65 Russia pressed on, however,
forcing Turkey to slowly surrender other areas of interest. After a long regime siege of eastern Aleppo, Erdogan ended up
reluctantly facilitating the insurgent enclave’s December 2016 capitulation, which saw thousands of rebels and their
families exit the city.66
The Aleppo deal came just after Trump’s election, seen as another nail in the coﬃn for the Syrian opposition. Erdogan
then opted to deepen his engagement with the pro-Assad side by commencing a new peace process with Russia and Iran
in the Kazakh capital of Astana.67
Turkey’s all-overriding priority in Syria is ”to prevent a Kurdish corridor and a Kurdish self-rule next to its borders,” says
Cengiz Çandar, a Turkish Middle East expert and veteran journalist. “In order to achieve that objective and given the
unchangeable American commitment, it moved closer to Russia-Iran. The deal reached on Aleppo with Russia at the
expense of Turkey’s diminishing support for the Syrian opposition was a milestone. Astana constituted a major shift in
the Turkish Syria policy, as well.”68
But Turkey’s strategic assets continued to crack and crumble.69 In January 2017, jihadis attacked Ankara’s rebel allies in
Idlib and went on to seize northwestern Syria’s main border crossing in July 2017.70 Turkish intelligence has tried to
rally other rebels against the jihadi takeover, so far with limited success.71
In September, the Astana trio declared Idlib to be ade-escalation zone that would be internally policed by Turkish
troops.72 With jihadis in charge of much of the area this seemed a tall order, but Ankara rallied its rebel allies for a crossborder operation in early October 2017, attempting to compel the jihadis to accept a Turkish presence without full-blown
conﬂict.73 Turkey appears to be trying to insulate itself against a continued refugee inﬂux, and may also want to trade
Idlib’s paciﬁcation for Russian measures to control the nearby Kurdish Efrin enclave.74 In a longer perspective, Ankara
may well consider areas seized in northern Syria as assets to be swapped for action against the PKK.
Whatever the case, it is clear that Ankara’s priorities relate mainly to domestic interests, and although Turkey remains
the most important supporter of Syria’s northern insurgency, the non-jihadi segments of the opposition are now being
transformed into a proxy border guard rather than a force for regime change. Several CIA-vetted and Turkish-backed
groups that have refused to abide by the de-escalation deal and opted to continue attacking Syrian army positions
alongside jihadi ﬁghters saw themselves stripped of support in the past few months.75
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Though the Turkish government continues to complain over what it perceives as a U.S. betrayal, both in the struggle over
Syria and in its war on the PKK, Recep Tayyip Erdogan now seems reduced to raking chestnuts out of the ﬁre under
Kremlin oversight.76 “The deal reached for establishing control for transforming Idlib as a de-escalation zone is the last
link in the chain in which Turkey placed itself more under the Russian umbrella,” argues Candar. 77
It is an awkward position for Erdogan, in which he is forced to balance the anti-Assad opposition that remains his main
source of leverage in Syria against the pro-Assad demands of his Russian and Iranian partners in the Astana peace
process.78 So far, Turkey has little to show for its new strategy, but with the United States losing interest and his rebel
allies losing the war, Erdogan lacks attractive options. He seems to have concluded that Turkey’s best bet is to simply
muddle through, and that giving in to a hard Russian bargain is ultimately going to be less damaging than to continue
throwing good money after bad in northern Syria.
To be sure, he needs to stay involved. His country shares a porous 822-kilometer border with Syria and hosts more than
three million refugees from the war: Turkey couldn’t insulate itself from Syrian politics even if it wanted to.

Jordan: Unsentimental Pragmatism and Border Woes
The Kingdom of Jordan entered the war against the Syrian government with some trepidation, concerned with its own
security but also mindful of its regional alliances, having long depended on Western and Arab largesse to plug the holes
in its budget and ensure internal stability.
However, U.S.-led attempts to channel support to vetted rebels through Amman and build a moderate, cohesive force in
southern Syria met with limited success.79 The southern rebels failed to unite, could not keep jihadis out, and Assad
didn’t fall.
Having received hundreds of thousands of refugees and witnessed increasing jihadi ferment inside the kingdom, Amman
was already frustrated with the way the war was going by 2014. The one-two punch of Iraq’s near-collapse at the hands
of the Islamic State that summer and the Russian intervention in Syria in 2015 persuaded the kingdom to change course,
getting out in front of its American and Gulf Arab allies to refocus attention on border security.
In autumn 2015, Jordan began to limit support for rebels in the south, ordering its clients to train their ﬁre on Islamic
State targets and otherwise maintain current positions. By late 2016, Jordanian oﬃcials took a further step, signaling
that they were open to resuming contacts with Assad and restart trade across the Nassib border crossing once stable
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security arrangements were in place along the border.80 In late summer and autumn 2017, Jordanian and Syrian oﬃcials
exchanged pleasantries in the media, 81 while American-Russian-Jordanian talks were held to defuse problems along the
border, mostly at the rebels’ expense.82
Jordan has clearly given up on regime change in Syria, and many of its opposition clients seem resigned to this fact.
Determined to secure and eventually normalize the situation on its northern border, the kingdom continues to work
pragmatically with Russians and Americans to negotiate a new modus vivendi with Assad, showing no overt designs on
southern Syria as long as stability is guaranteed.

When bad-cop Israel steps up its military posture and makes
threatening noises on the Golan Heights, good-cop Jordan oﬀers
border access and trade income.
As part of this process, however, the kingdom has repeatedly tried to leverage its inﬂuence over the rebels to curtail Iran’s
presence in southern Syria, telling Moscow and Damascus that this is key to broader reconciliation and perhaps also to
resumed trade. While Amman has its own reasons to keep Iran away from the border, these demands appear to be
informed by Israeli, Saudi, and American concerns: when bad-cop Israel steps up its military posture and makes
threatening noises on the Golan Heights, good-cop Jordan oﬀers border access and trade income. The question is,
however, if Assad and Putin really can deliver a Hezbollah-free south?

The Gulf States: Fighting Each Other, Not Assad
The Arab Gulf states have since 2012 been the most generous supporters of the Syrian opposition, but the constant
feuding of regional arch-rivals Qatar and Saudi Arabia also served to undermine insurgent cohesion.
Working closely with Turkey and the Muslim Brotherhood, Qatar was the insurgency’s primary funder until 2013, often
channeling its support to hardline Islamists and disregarding U.S. pressure to seek out Western-friendly rebels. On at
least two occasions, Qatar breached a stated U.S. red line by delivering shoulder-ﬁred anti-aircraft missiles to rebel
groups.83
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In part to contain Qatar’s rising inﬂuence, Saudi Arabia stepped up its own eﬀorts dramatically in late 2012 and early
2013, directing most of its support to less radical factions and becoming a favored partner of the CIA arms program.84
The United Arab Emirates also played a role in Syria, generally seen to be funding anti-Brotherhood, anti-Qatari
factions and reinforcing Saudi eﬀorts.85
The resignation of Qatar’s emir in June 2013, which was quickly followed by a Saudi- and Emirati-backed coup d’état
against the Muslim Brotherhood government in Egypt, catalyzed a change in relations. The badly bruised regime in
Doha tempered its challenge to Saudi primacy and relations stabilized somewhat, but crises continued to ﬂare
intermittently.
Much of the weaponry provided by the Gulf states to Syrian rebels was sourced from Eastern Europe.One team of
journalists tracked a surge in purchases of surplus Soviet-era arms from countries like Croatia and the Czech Republic,
amounting to some $1.4 billion between 2012 and 2016. Saudi Arabia accounted for two thirds of those purchases. In
one case in 2013, a single end-user certiﬁcate issued by the Saudi Defense Ministry for a Serbian arms dealer requested
more than 364 million pieces of ammunition, 300 tanks, 6,300 machine guns, and 10,000 Kalashnikov-style automatic
riﬂes. Given that the Saudi army mostly uses Western-manufactured equipment, researchers assumed much of this
material was likely intended for Syria, regardless of what the end-user certiﬁcate promised.86

SOURCE: ORGANIZED CRIME AND CORRUPTION REPORTING PROJECT,OCCRP.
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Though paid for by the Arab oil monarchies, the arms shipments entered Syria through Turkey and Jordan, and to a
The Turkish, Jordanian, and American withdrawal from the conﬂict since 2015-2016 therefore left “Qatar and, more
important, Saudi Arabia with very little to work with,” concluded Emile Hokayem, a senior fellow with the International
Institute for Strategic Studies, in late 2016.87
The constraints on Saudi Arabia may have been particularly important. Angered by U.S. rapprochement with Iran and
unmoored by royal intrigues over succession, the Saudi regime has pursued an increasingly activist foreign policy in
recent years, notably by launching a messy and inconclusive intervention in Yemen in 2015. 88 Syria’s rebels had hoped
to see similar hard-knuckle tactics against Assad, but any Saudi interest in escalation ended when Russia nudged the
Turks and Jordanians to shift their policies. “Unable to shape the battleﬁeld or steer diplomacy, a bruised and
overextended Saudi Arabia has quietly pushed Syria down its list of priorities,” wrote Hokayem.89
Higher on that list of priorities, apparently, was Qatar. In June 2017, the old intra-Arab rivalry re-erupted in full force,
for reasons not entirely clear to anyone.90 Saudis, Emiratis, Bahrainis, and Egyptians launched a ﬁnancial and political
boycott against Qatar, which turned to its key partner Turkey and—not exactly what the Saudis had hoped for—restored
diplomatic relations with Iran.91
Months later, the Gulf remains locked in its bizarre stalemate, with recent American-led attempts to put the two blocs
back on speaking terms having blown up over minuscule points of protocol.92
The Gulf princes will likely reconcile at some point, on some terms. But when they do, the future of Bashar al-Assad will
hardly feature at the top of their agendas. “The Saudis don’t care about Syria anymore,” a senior Western diplomat told
The Guardian. “It’s all Qatar for them. Syria is lost.”93
Or won, if you ask the other side.

Conclusion: Toward a Cold Peace with Assad
“We remain committed to the Geneva process and support a credible political process that can resolve the question of
Syria’s future,” a U.S. State Department oﬃcial told me earlier this year. “Ultimately, this process, in our view, will lead to
a resolution of Assad.”94
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That’s the oﬃcial line: the United States wants Assad gone, but it is not going to pursue a military strategy to force him
out: it will simply continue to call for continued peace talks in Geneva and claim that that’s really the same thing.95 It is
not, of course. But in 2017, even those nations that long held out for a tougher line on Assad have fallen in behind
Washington.
The Syrian opposition isn’t exactly being abandoned. Support continues to ﬂow to many armed groups and the exiles
have been kept on hand for whenever whatever deal may become feasible. As long as they adapt to their foreign sponsors’
agendas, Syrian opposition factions may even increase their relevance as the conﬂict proceeds—for example, Turkey will
continue to have a need for local allies to contain its Kurdish enemies.
But there is no longer any serious international support for the opposition’s original raison d’être, the idea that still
animates its members and leaders: namely to rid Syria of the Assad dynasty.
International diplomacy has moved on from that goal through incremental little acts of omission. The UN-backed
Geneva Communiqué of 2012 demanded a mutually agreed-upon “transitional governing body” that would have allowed
the opposition to veto Assad’s involvement.96 For years, this document was the foundation of all Syrian peace talks, but it
has now quietly been phased out in favor of UN Security Council Resolution 2254, which was issued after the Russian
intervention in 2015. 97 Though UNSCR 2254 proposes an ambitious (or, absurd) plan for free elections, it is also much
more muddled than the Geneva Communiqué and can more easily be molded to legitimize a transition that is, in fact, no
transition at all.98
The most recent meeting of a Friends of Syria-style group of “likeminded nations” took place on the sidelines of the 72nd
UN General Assembly in September 2017. It gathered seventeen foreign ministers, including representatives of all of the
major anti-Assad stalwarts: Canada, Denmark, Egypt, European Union, France, Germany, Italy, Jordan, Netherlands,
Norway, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sweden, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
Together, they agreed that reconstruction funds for Syria will hinge on a “credible political process leading to a genuine
political transition that can be supported by a majority of the Syrian people.” They also took the opportunity to insist on
“full implementation of UNSCR 2254” and called for “strong and eﬀective participation in meaningful negotiations by
credible representatives of the Syrian opposition.” But the name “Assad” was not mentioned.99
In a press conference after the meeting, U.S. Acting Assistant Secretary of Near Eastern Aﬀairs David Satterﬁeld was
asked what this actually means and whether the Syrian president could remain in oﬃce.
“It is a credible political process that is required that is the key,” Satterﬁeld said. “The outcome to that process may be
100
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protracted, but it’s the process itself that’s the key to unlocking the door, not the actual outcome of the process.” 100
You no longer need to read between the lines to get it. It’s right there, on the line. As far as the former Friends of Syria
are concerned, the war to overthrow Bashar al-Assad is over.
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