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Armed Conflict in Syria: Background and U.S. Response

Summary

The popular-uprising-turned-armed-rebellion in Syria is in its third year, and seems poised to
continue, with the government and an array of militias locked in a bloody struggle of attrition.
Members of Congress and Administration officials are debating options for responding militarily
to President Bashar al Asad’s forces’ reported use of chemical weapons in attacks on rebel-held
areas and civilians. After the U.S. intelligence community concluded that Asad’s forces used
weapons in limited attacks earlier this year, the Obama Administration had signaled a pending
expansion of U.S. civilian and military assistance to the opposition.

Earlier in the conflict, U.S. officials and many analysts asserted that President Asad and his
supporters would be forced from power, but had difficulty articulating how that outcome would
take place within the timeframes they set forth. Recent developments suggest that both the
opposition and the Asad regime face considerable challenges in their attempts to assert greater
control over Syria. Increasingly, analysts have focused on the potential for the regime and its
opponents to carve out strongholds and prolong the fighting. Rapid escalation or swift regime
change could deal a decisive blow to actors seeking to advance goals contrary to U.S. interests,
but it could also further jeopardize the security of chemical and conventional weapons stockpiles
and/or lead to wider regional conflict.

Opposition forces are formidable, but regime forces, backed by Hezbollah fighters and Iranian
and Russian material support, have initiated successful tactical counteroffensives in some areas.
The Syrian military continues to use air strikes, artillery, and pro-government militias in
punishing attacks on areas where rebels operate. Some members of Syria’s Sunni Arab majority
and of ethnic and sectarian minority groups—including the Alawite minority from which the
Asad family hails—view the conflict in communal, zero-sum terms. U.S. officials believe that
fighting would likely continue even if Asad were toppled.

Amid extensive damage to major urban areas and reports attributing war crimes to both
government and opposition forces, the war has created a regional humanitarian emergency. Some
estimates suggest more than 100,000 Syrians have been killed since March 2011. As of
September 6, more than 2 million refugees had fled Syria, and the United Nations projects that
the total may reach 3.5 million by year’s end. As many as 4.25 million Syrians have been
internally displaced. U.S. humanitarian assistance to date totals more than $1.01 billion.

President Obama and his Administration have been calling for Asad’s resignation since August
2011, and have pressed the United Nations Security Council to condemn the Syrian government.
The United States has recognized the National Coalition of Revolution and Opposition Forces
(SC) as the legitimate representative of the Syrian people and has provided nonlethal assistance to
the Coalition and an affiliated Supreme Military Council (SMC). Although the Administration is
seeking congressional authorization for the use of force in Syria, and preparing military plans for
various contingencies, it continues to maintain that there is “no military solution” and that a
negotiated political settlement is essential.

During more than two years of unrest and violence, the central question for policy makers has
been how best to bring the conflict in Syria to a close without irretrievably destabilizing the
region and/or endangering key U.S. allies or interests. The debate over a potential military
response to reported chemical weapons use adds new complications to this question. Given the
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human cost and the polarizing effects of the fighting, security, humanitarian, and economic
challenges will beset Syria and probably implicate U.S. interests for years to come.

For the latest on proposed legislation to authorize the use of force against Syria, see CRS Report
R43201, Possible U.S. Intervention in Syria: Issues for Congress, coordinated by Jeremy M.
Sharp and Christopher M. Blanchard.
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Assessment

The U.S. intelligence community has assessed “with high confidence” that Syrian government
forces used sarin nerve gas in limited attacks earlier this year and conducted a mass casualty
chemical weapons attack against rebel held areas near Damascus on August 21, 2013.

In June 2013, the Obama Administration stated that reported chemical attacks would lead the
United States to offer more material support to the opposition. Secretary of Defense Hagel and
Secretary of State Kerry have stated that the United States is providing lethal assistance to vetted
members of the Syrian opposition. In response to the alleged chemical attack in August, the
President is seeking congressional authorization for a punitive military response intended to deter
the Asad regime from using chemical weapons in the future. Members of Congress have offered
divergent views concerning the reported use of chemical weapons and proposed responses.

The war in Syria and the debate over possible punitive U.S. military action against the Asad
regime for its alleged use of chemical weapons pose a uniquely challenging series of questions
for policy makers. The overarching questions remain how to define, prioritize, and secure the
core interests of the United States with regard to Syria’s complex civil war. The immediate
questions are whether and how best to respond to the apparent use of chemical weapons in Syria
and how such a response might affect U.S. interests and standing regionally and globally. In
weighing these questions, Members of Congress and Administration officials are seeking both to
protect concrete U.S. national security interests and to preserve abstract international security
principles that may serve those interests.

The August 21 incident was the latest and most deadly of a string of reported instances where
Syrian forces appear to have used chemical weapons despite President Obama’s prior statement
that the transfer or use of chemical weapons is “a red line” that would “change his calculus.” The
president and senior members of his Administration have argued that the United States has a
national security interest in ensuring that “when countries break international norms on chemical
weapons they are held accountable.” Administration officials and some observers believe that by
failing to respond after setting out a so-called “red line,” the United States would risk not only
undermining any international norms against the use of such weapons but would risk
undermining its own credibility. There is also a broader concern about the ramifications of
demonstrating that the international community will no longer take action when its established
norms are flagrantly violated.

By his own account, President Obama believes that extensive, sustained U.S. military
intervention to shape the outcome of Syria’s civil conflict is undesirable. Administration officials
have cited a number of reasons for their skepticism about undertaking direct military involvement
to shift the balance of power in Syria, including fears of exacerbating the violence; inviting
greater regional spillover or intervention; or opening a power vacuum that could benefit the
extremists who are part of the opposition. Other foreign policy priorities also have influenced the
Administration’s position, such as a desire to maintain the limited international consensus on
Iran’s nuclear program and concern that sectarian and strategic competition in Syria could ignite a
regional conflict and threaten U.S. allies and security interests. While condemning Asad as a thug
and a murderer and aiding some of his adversaries, U.S. officials have continued to stress the
need for a negotiated political solution to the conflict in the hopes of keeping the Syrian state
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intact, securing its chemical weapon stockpiles and borders, and combating extremist groups now
active there.

Some critics have argued that the risks that even a limited military response could pose to these
objectives outweigh the potential benefits to the United States of reasserting an international
standard or being seen to have reliably followed through on a commitment to act. These
arguments suggest that if a military strike makes the political solution desired by U.S. officials
less likely or possible, then the destabilizing conflict could continue or worsen. Similarly, this line
of argument suggests that if military operations were to dramatically degrade remaining state
authority—whether intentionally or unintentionally—then undesired outcomes with regard to
terrorism, proliferation, or mass atrocities could occur.

Still other critics of the Administration’s proposals, including some Members of Congress, charge
that U.S. hesitation to intervene militarily to protect Syrian civilians and/or help oust the Asad
government has unnecessarily prolonged the fighting. Over time, these critics argue, the costs of
inaction have grown intolerably as the humanitarian situation has deteriorated, violent extremist
groups have seized the initiative, and Syria’s neighbors, including several U.S. partners, have
been overwhelmed by refugees and threatened with violence. Others have argued that by failing
to halt fighting in Syria, the United States and others are exacerbating already volatile Sunni-
Shiite sectarian tensions throughout the Middle East, which poses risks to other strategically
important countries. Finally, some critics argue that U.S. global credibility is being diminished by
Asad’s reluctance to step down or end abuses of civilians despite U.S. demands.

Sorting through these competing perspectives and prescriptions now falls to Members of
Congress as they reconvene to consider the president’s proposed course of action, his request that
Congress authorize the use of force, and the future of U.S. policy with regard to the conflict in
Syria and its regional consequences.

Conflict Update

The popular-uprising-turned-armed-rebellion against the Asad regime is in its third year, and
seems poised to continue, with the government and a bewildering array of militias locked in a
bloody struggle of attrition. Over the course of Syria’s civil war, momentum has shifted between
government and rebel forces. Currently, the support provided by Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah
fighters appears to have helped enable the Asad regime to wrest the initiative from the opposition
in central Syria (such as Homs) and to launch counteroffensives on the outskirts of the capital.
The Asad regime retains its advantages in air power, armored equipment, and artillery.

Various opposition forces control areas of northwestern, eastern, and southern Syria (see Figure 1
below). In areas near the northern city of Aleppo, diverse rebel forces have announced limited
tactical successes in recent weeks, including the fall of a key military air base.' In the meantime,
Kurdish and Arab militia groups have clashed in the predominantly Kurdish areas of northeastern
Syria. Finally, reports from some rebel-held northern areas (such as the provincial capital of
Raqqa) suggest that jihadist rebels, bolstered by an influx of foreign fighters, are continuing to

"“In Syria, Seized Weapons Caches boost Rebels’ Hopes after Weeks of Setbacks,” Washington Post, August 21,
2013.
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gain strength, as terrorist organizations like the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (formerly
known as Al Qaeda in Iraq) take root.”

Figure 1. Syria: Mapping the Conflict
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Sources: Der Spiegel adapted from BBC and Syria Needs Analysis Project (SNAP), and originally based on
information from the U.S. government compiled from media sources.

According to close observers of the conflict, extremist militia groups are “concentrating their
efforts on consolidating control in the northern, rebel-held areas of the country,”* while they and
others among the range of “extraordinarily fractured””* militia groups continue to battle regime
forces for contested areas. The Supreme Military Council (SMC) to which the United States has
provided assistance reportedly “is still far from a functioning rebel leadership.”

2 «Al-Qaeda expands in Syria via Islamic State,” Washington Post, August 12, 2013,
? Elizabeth O'Bagy, “On the Front Lines of Syria's Civil War,” Wall Street Journal, August 30, 2013.

4 Aron Lund, “The Non-State Militant Landscape in Syria,” United States Military Academy Combatting Terrorism
Center (CTC) Sentinel, August 27, 2013.

3 Ibid.
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Rebel-held areas appear to be carved up into numerous autonomous zones where different militia
groups hold power. Some areas are under the control of armed Islamists, some of whom have
begun to govern towns under their control using their interpretation of Islamic teachings as the
rule of law. Kurdish groups have announced plans to form a Kurdish “transitional administration”
in northeastern and northern Syria and conduct parliamentary elections in areas they control.

As of September 2013, United Nations officials have cited estimates that over 100,000 Syrians
have been killed,” including thousands of regime soldiers, police, and pro-government militia
members and civilians. According to UN agencies, as many as 4.25 million Syrians have been
displaced inside the country and more than 2 million Syrian refugees have fled.

Alleged Chemical Weapons Attack and Related
Developments

On August 30, the Obama Administration presented intelligence analysis suggesting that the
Syrian government was responsible for an August 21 chemical weapons attack against civilians in
rebel-held areas of the suburbs of Damascus. The Syrian government continues to categorically
deny any responsibility for any chemical weapons attack. For more background, see CRS Report
R42848, Syria’s Chemical Weapons: Issues for Congress, coordinated by Mary Beth D. Nikitin.

Summary of U.S. Intelligence on August 21 Incident

An unclassified summary of the U.S. intelligence community’s assessment’ released by the White
House concludes, among other things, that:

e The United States Government assesses with high confidence that the Syrian
government carried out a chemical weapons attack in the Damascus suburbs on
August 21, 2013.

e A preliminary U.S. government assessment determined that 1,429 people were
killed in the chemical weapons attack, including at least 426 children.

e The U.S. intelligence community has intelligence that leads it to assess that
Syrian chemical weapons personnel—including personnel assessed to be
associated with the Syrian Scientific Studies and Research Center (SSRC)—the
entity responsible for Syria’s chemical weapons program—were preparing
chemical munitions prior to the attack.

e The U.S. intelligence community assesses that that the opposition has not used
chemical weapons and the scenario in which the opposition executed the attack
on August 21 is highly unlikely.

e Satellite detections corroborate that attacks from a regime-controlled area struck
neighborhoods where the chemical attacks reportedly occurred—including Kafr
Batna, Jawbar, 'Ayn Tarma, Darayya, and Mu'addamiyah.

6 “Syria Death toll tops 100,000: UN,” Agence France Presse, July 25, 2013.
" Government Assessment of the Syrian Government’s Use of Chemical Weapons on August 21, 2013.
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Figure 2. Map of Syria: Conflict and Basic Data
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Platts Commodity News.
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Historical Background and Syria’s Diverse Population

Long before the current uprising, Syrians struggled with many of the challenges that have bred deep dissatisfaction in
other Arab autocracies, including high unemployment, high inflation, limited upward mobility, rampant corruption, lack
of political freedoms, and repressive security forces. These factors have fueled opposition to Syria’s authoritarian
government, which has been dominated by the Baath (Renaissance) Party since 1963, and the Al Asad family since
1970. President Bashar al Asad’s father—Hafiz al Asad—ruled the country from 1970 until his death in 2000.

The Syrian population, like those of several other Middle East countries, includes different ethnic and religious groups.
For years, the Asad regime’s strict political controls prevented these differences from playing a divisive role in political
or social life. A majority of Syrians, roughly 90% of the population, are ethnic Arabs; however, the country contains
small ethnic minorities, notably Kurds, the country’s largest distinct ethnic/linguistic minority (7%-10% of the total
population). Of more importance in Syria are religious sectarian differences. In addition to the majority Sunni Muslims,
who comprise over 70% of the population, Syria contains several religious sectarian minorities, including three smaller
Muslim sects (Alawites, Druze, and Ismailis) and several Christian denominations. The Asad family are members of the
minority Alawite sect (roughly 12% of the population), which has its roots in Shiite Islam.

Despite the secular nature of the ruling Baath party, religious sects have been important to some Syrians as symbols
of group identity and determinants of political orientation. The Asads and the Baath party have cultivated Alawites as
a key base of support, and elite security forces have long been led by Alawites. The government violently suppressed
an armed uprising led by the Muslim Brotherhood in the early 1980s, killing thousands of Sunni Muslims and others.

Religious, ethnic, geographic, and economic identities overlap in influencing the views and choices of Syrians about the
current conflict. Within ethnic and sectarian communities are important tribal and familial groupings that often
provide the underpinning for political alliances and commercial relationships. Socioeconomic differences abound
among farmers, laborers, middle-class wage earners, public sector employees, military officials, and the political and
commercial elite. Many rural, less advantaged Syrians have supported the opposition movement, while urban,
wealthier Syrians appear to have mixed opinions. Local attachments also shape Syrian society, as seen in rivalries
between Syria’s two largest cities of Damascus and Aleppo, in differences between rural agricultural communities and
urban areas, and in the concentration of some sectarian and ethnic communities in discrete areas. Despite being
authoritarian, Syrian leaders over the years often found it necessary to adopt policies that accommodate, to some
degree, various power centers within the country’s diverse population and minimize the potential for communal
identities to create conflict.

That need is likely to remain, if not intensify, after the current conflict. While sectarian considerations cannot fully
explain power relationships in Syria or predict the future dynamics of the uprising, there are indications that as the
fighting continues sectarian and ethnic divisions are growing among Syrians. The Sunni Arab majority has been at the
forefront of the protest movement and armed opposition to the Alawite-led regime, with Syria’s Christians and other
minority groups caught between their parallel fears of violent change and of being associated with Asad’s crackdown.
The Alawite leadership of the Syrian government and its allies in other sects perceive the mostly Sunni Arab uprising
as an existential threat to the Baath party’s nearly five-decade hold on power. At the popular level, some Alawites
may feel caught between the regime’s demands for loyalty and their fears of retribution from other groups in the
event of regime change or a post-Asad civil war.

Some Sunni Arabs may view the conflict as a means to assert their community’s dominance over others, but some
Sunni opposition leaders have sought to assuage these concerns. Others have pledged that orderly trials and the rule
of law will prevail in any post-conflict setting. However, reports of abuses suggest that rebel leaders at times are
unable or unwilling to ensure that such sentiments prevail.

While some Kurds view the conflict as an opportunity to achieve greater autonomy, others are wary of supporting
Sunni Arab rebels who, should they come to power, may be no less hostile to Kurdish political aspirations than the
Asad government. Some members of Syria’s various Christian communities fear that the uprising will lead to a
sectarian civil war and that they could be subjected to violent repression, given that Muslim extremist groups have
targeted Iraqi Christians since the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003. Other Christians reportedly are assisting the armed
opposition, including locally active militias and elements of the Free Syrian Army.
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Other Key Developments

U.S. Lethal Aid to Elements of the Armed Opposition

Throughout the Syrian civil war, proponents of deeper U.S. involvement in Syria have called on
the Administration to offer lethal support to select armed rebel fighters; a policy the
Administration considered but initially rejected due to concern, among other things, over the
possible transfer of U.S.-supplied equipment to terrorists. Until recently, Obama Administration
officials have acknowledged that the United States is providing non-combatant elements of the
Syrian opposition with non-lethal assistance, such as medical supplies, food, communications
equipment, and training.®

In June 2013, the Administration changed direction, after receiving an intelligence assessment
apparently confirming that Syrian government forces had used chemical weapons in limited
operations several times in the spring of 2013. According to Deputy National Security Advisor for
Strategic Communications Ben Rhodes, President Obama decided to expand U.S. assistance to
the Supreme Military Council (SMC): “Put simply, the Assad regime should know that its actions
have led us to increase the scope and scale of assistance that we provide to the opposition,
including direct support to the SMC. These efforts will increase going forward.””

The Supreme Military Council (SMC)

Should the Administration ultimately provide covert military assistance to elements of the armed Syrian opposition,
the Supreme Military Council could be one of the primary beneficiaries of U.S. lethal aid. In December 2012, a
number of brigades nominally affiliated themselves under the umbrella of a Supreme Military Council (SMC) headed
by General Salim ldriss, a former Asad regime military commander who defected. The SMC seeks to administer
regional commands with affiliated units nominally reporting through a chain of command to General ldriss, who has
yet to assert operational control over all affiliated units. Many opposition figures argue that only through the provision
of assistance to the SMC will General Idriss be able to assert such control. According to General Idriss, “Fighters go
to where there is money and weapons and if | had the means ... within one or two months everyone would join....
They will know that this is a national institution while the brigades and battalions will eventually disappear.”!? In the
ever-changing landscape of the armed Syrian opposition, Western officials have deemed SMC commanders to be
more moderate in their political views than leaders of other armed opposition groups, although the SMC itself
includes Islamist units and commanders. SMC members reportedly coordinate on the battlefield with the Syrian
Islamic Front, a group that includes an extremist militia known as Ahrar al Sham.!! Overall, many observers believe
that while the SMC may be far from an ideal U.S. partner, given the complexity, disunity, and elements of extremism
within the Syrian armed opposition, it may be the only feasible U.S. partner available for now. According to one
unnamed U.S. source, “Idriss says and does the right things.... We believe he is genuine. Are there concerns? Yes, but
what are the options?”!2

¥ Such aid reportedly includes tools to circumvent Internet censorship, such as anonymizing software and satellite
phones with GPS capabilities. According to another report, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) has “supplied
encryption-enabled communications gear to opposition groups, presumably enabling the United States to monitor their
talks.” CRS cannot verify these reports. See “US Provides Communications Aid for Syria Opponents,” Agence France
Presse, June 14, 2012; “In Syria Conflict, U.S. Struggles to Fill Intelligence Gaps,” Washington Post, July 23, 2012.

? June 13, 2013, Statement by Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications Ben Rhodes on Syrian
Chemical Weapons Use, available online at: [http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/13/statement-
deputy-national-security-advisor-strategic-communications-ben-|

10 «“West pins hopes on Syrian general,” Financial Times, April 22, 2013.
' “Islamist Rebels Create Dilemma on Syria Policy,” New York Times, April 27, 2013.
12 “Obama bets big on Syrian rebel leader,” Washington Post, May 1, 2013.
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Unnamed officials cited in subsequent press reports have indicated that such assistance would be
provided under intelligence authorities by the Central Intelligence Agency and include small
arms, ammunition and the possible provision of anti-tank weapons and training."” White House
officials have repeatedly declined to publicly describe the content of any increased assistance to
the opposition, but have confirmed that President Obama “is committed to ramping up that
assistance as necessary because of the circumstances that we find, and because of the need for the
opposition to further strengthen and unify.” In a hearing before the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee on September 3, Defense Secretary Hagel remarked that “We, the Department of
Defense, have not been directly involved in this. This is, as you know, is a covert action.”

Nevertheless, throughout the summer of 2013,
numerous reports suggested that alleged U.S.
General Salim Idriss is currently the Chief of Staff to lethal aid to the SMC had stalled. In Congress,

the armed opposition Supreme Military Council. The 1 k initiall d
55-year-old Brigadier General defected from the Syrian some lawmakers imitially expressed concern

General Salim Idriss

Army in July 2012 after dozens of his family members over the Administration’s alleged covert
reportedly were killed by government forces in the proposal. Both Senate and House intelligence
city of Homs. Educated in East Germany, Idriss had committees had raised questions over the ability

been the dean of the Aleppo military engineering
academy before his defection. Within the Syrian
opposition, he is considered more of a political figure

of intelligence agencies to monitor weapons
flows; the efficacy of covert action to tip the

than a respected military commander. He routinely balance of power in favor of U.S.-supported
appeals for outside funding and material support to groups; and the Administration’s strategy to
secure the loyalty of various commanders and militias. avoid further entanglement in Syria’s civil war

while allegedly supplying arms to one side."*

Moreover, implementation of the President’s June policy may have run into other obstacles.
According to one article, “U.S. officials attribute the delay in providing small arms and munitions
from the CIA weapons program to the difficulty of establishing secure delivery ‘pipelines’ to
prevent weapons from falling into the wrong hands, in particular Jihadi militants also battling the
Assad regime.”"> Some observers insist that such concern actually masked continued U.S.
reticence to arm groups like the SMC. According to one member of the Syrian Opposition
Coalition interviewed in mid-August, “nothing has come through yet, and we haven’t been given
a specific date when we'll see them.”'® On August 19, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
General Martin E. Dempsey wrote to lawmakers, saying that “Syria today is not about choosing
between two sides but rather about choosing one among many sides. It is my belief that the side
we choose must be ready to promote their interests and ours when the balance shifts in their favor.
Today they are not.”"”

After the August 21 incident, some lawmakers are calling on the Administration to jumpstart or
expand reported covert aid to the Supreme Military Council. According to Senator Bob Corker, in
a September 3 hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, “I want to see us continue to
carry out the strategy that has been stated. And that is building the capacity of the vetted,
moderate opposition.” However, according to one recent Washington Post-ABC News poll, 70%

'3 For a description of intelligence authorities, please see, CRS Report R40691, Sensitive Covert Action Notifications:
Oversight Options for Congress, by Marshall C. Erwin.

14 «“Congress Delaying U.S. Aid to Syrian Rebels —Sources,” Reuters, July 8, 2013.

15 «3tjll No Arms to Rebel Groups,” Wall Street Journal, September 3, 2013.

16«UJ.S. has yet to arm Syrian rebels,” Los Angeles Times, August 17, 2013.

'7 See, [http://democrats. foreignaffairs.house.gov/113/Letter_for Rep Engel 19 Aug 13.pdf]
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of respondents oppose the United States or its allies supplying weapons to the Syrian rebels."® In
the meantime, some rebel commanders affiliated with the SMC have grown increasingly
frustrated by the lack of external assistance and have threatened to break ranks and join more
radical rebel groups. On August 22, Colonel Fatih Hasun, a deputy to General Idriss, demanded
better weapons and said that his fellow commanders had tired of “false promises of those who
call themselves Friends of Syria.”"’

As part of the ongoing debate on possible U.S. military intervention, press reports claiming to cite
current and former U.S. officials have come into conflict with the public testimony of high-level
Administration policymakers on the question of whether tipping the balance in favor of the
opposition by providing arms might be worse than the current stalemate.* Given that supplying
arms to Syrian rebels could occur in conjunction with or as an alternative to direct U.S. military
action, public discourse may focus on the relative merits of both options and how they might be
calibrated to serve U.S. interests.

As officials continue to debate the merits of expanded military aid to elements of the armed
opposition, reports continue to surface of arms financed by Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
monarchies being supplied to rebel groups. The SMC also is discussing forming a more formal,
unified “army.” According to one report, in southern Syria, where Islamist-oriented armed rebels
are less numerous, the SMC is expanding its presence with the assistance of Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
and the United States.”'

Prospects for a Political Settlement

How fast-moving current developments may affect prospects for a negotiated political solution to
Syria’s civil war is unclear. Many analysts question the likelihood of the a diplomatic process
succeeding amidst continued fighting, more overt foreign intervention, and the regime’s recent
use of chemical weapons.

On May 7, Secretary of State John Kerry and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov announced
that the United States and Russia would cooperate to convene an international conference to reach
a political settlement. The joint U.S.-Russian initiative was based on the June 2012 Geneva Final
Communiqué.” Since June 2012, Russia has insisted that any internationally-brokered
negotiation be based on this agreement, which did not explicitly ban President Asad’s
participation in a transitional government despite U.S. and others’ assurances that Asad would

have no future role in governance.” The Syrian opposition has been divided over the question of

'8 “On Syria, Obama Faces a Skeptical Public,” Washington Post, September 3, 2013.
19 “The fragmenting FSA,” ForeignPolicy.com, September 3, 2013.

2 In the September 3 Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing, Senator John McCain and Secretary Kerry had the
following exchange: (McCain) Secretary Kerry, in [a September 3] Wall Street Journal article, [there is a] quote, “The
delay in providing arms to the opposition in part reflects a broader U.S. approach rarely discussed publicly, but that
underpins its decision-making, according to former and current U.S. officials. The current administration doesn't want
to tip the balance in favor of the opposition for fear the outcome may be even worse for U.S. interests than the current
stalemate.” Is that story accurate? (Kerry) No.

A “Syria's Opposition Considers National Rebel Army, Islamists Angered,” Reuters, August 26, 2013.
22 Available online at: [http://www.un.org/News/dh/infocus/Syria/Final CommuniqueActionGroupforSyria.pdf]

 Days after the announcement of the U.S.-Russian initiative, Secretary Kerry stated that all sides were working to
“effect a transition government by mutual consent of both sides, which clearly means that in our judgment President
Assad will not be a component of that transitional government.”
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accepting Asad’s removal from power as an outcome of a transitional process” versus insisting
on Asad’s removal as a precondition to any final settlement. Many different opposition leaders
and their foreign backers (such as Turkey and Qatar) endorse Asad’s removal as a precondition.
Moreover, many observers are doubtful that hardline armed Islamist elements of the opposition
would accept a negotiated settlement that included members of the current regime, especially
Asad family members.

Following the joint U.S.-Russian announcement, U.S. policymakers aimed to convene a “Geneva
II” summit in the summer of 2013. However, elements of the armed opposition balked at
participating unless the United States and other donors pledged lethal aid in addition to non-lethal
assistance. According to SMC head General Idriss, “If we don’t receive ammunition and weapons
to change the position on the ground, to change the balance on the ground, very frankly I can say
we will not go to Geneva...There will be no Geneva.”” As mentioned above, in June 2013
President Obama did pledge to expand assistance to the SMC while also reiterating the need for a
political settlement of the civil war. On June 13, Deputy National Security Advisor Rhodes said:

Any future action we take will be consistent with our national interest, and must advance our
objectives, which include achieving a negotiated political settlement to establish an authority
that can provide basic stability and administer state institutions; protecting the rights of all
Syrians; securing unconventional and advanced conventional weapons; and countering
terrorist activity.

Presently, no formal date for the conference has been set. In addition to the uncertainty caused by
the possibility of external intervention, Syrians remain divided over the idea of forming a new
transitional government as called for in the June 2012 Geneva Final Communiqué. According to a
U.S. State Department July 2013 survey, only in opposition-held areas does a majority support the
establishment of a transitional government.

In the spring and summer of 2013, regime tactical advances and the opposition’s continued
fragmentation and struggles may have bolstered the Asad regime’s confidence in its military
position, making it less willing to negotiate. Many observers assert that the prospects for
negotiations increase only after Syrian government forces suffer significant setbacks on the
battlefield. In testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on September 3,
Secretary of State John Kerry stated that “Forcing Assad to change his calculation about his
ability to act with impunity can contribute to his realization that he cannot gas or shoot his way
out of his predicament. And as I think you know, it has been the president's primary goal to
achie\zzée a negotiated resolution, but you got to have parties prepared to negotiate to achieve
that.”

* For example, in Yemen'’s internationally-brokered 2011-2012 transition, former President Saleh was granted
immunity from prosecution and permitted to retain his role as head former ruling party. He stepped down after a 90-day
transition period after which Yemen then held an election with only one candidate on the ballot, current President Abed
Rabbo Mansour al Hadi.

25 «“Syrian Opposition to Sit Out Any Talks Unless Arms Are Sent, General Says,” New York Times, June 8, 2013.

%6 Senate Foreign Relations Committee Hearing on the Authorization for Use of Military Force in Syria, September 3,
2013.
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Figure 3. Syrian Public Support for Political Settlement

Please tell me whether you would support or oppose each
of the following as part of an internationally negotiated
resolution to the current crisis in our country?

(% support)

B Total MRegime-Controlled M Opposition-Controlled

The establishment of  The creation of a A timetable for free
a transitional Mational Dialogue and fair elections
governing body Commission tasked at  open to multiple
writing a new Syrian  parties and groups
constitution

Source: INR/OPN survey, July 2013
Notes: For Official U.S. Government Use Only

Status of the Syrian Political Opposition

The decentralized nature and divided views of key Syrian opposition forces, coupled with
disputes between competing foreign patrons (such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia) have hampered
attempts to create a unified front against the Asad regime. Moreover, lack of opposition unity has
tempered foreign support for the rebel cause and slowed efforts to create an alternative Syrian
government that could receive broad international recognition. Since unrest began in March 2011,
no single leader or group has been able to fully establish itself as a universally supported
representative of Syrians seeking to oust the Asad regime. Rivalries have developed between
local leaders and exiles, among militia commanders on the ground, and between those who seek
accommodation with elements of the existing government and those who seek to bring down the
entire regime structure. Deep differences of opinion about the future of Syria lurk beneath the
surface, with Islamist and secular activists at odds, some Kurds seeking autonomy, and armed
extremist groups empowering themselves on the ground.”’

The latest attempt to engineer a united opposition front came in October and November 2012,
when the United States and others helped facilitate the creation of the National Coalition of

7 Yezid Sayigh, “The Syrian Opposition’s Leadership Problem,” Carnegie Middle East Center (Beirut), April 3, 2013.
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Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces® (Syrian Coalition or SC, see Error! Reference
source not found. below). In pressing for an opposition coalition that would be more inclusive
and legitimate, the United States, the Arab League, and other international actors have now
extended recognition to the SC as “the legitimate representative of the Syrian people.” The
United States has not recognized the SC as the government of Syria.

From late 2012 through April 2013, 52-year-old Ahmed Mouaz al Khatib, a Sunni Islamist
opposition activist, served as SC President. He finalized his resignation in April, reportedly in
frustration that the United States and others had refused to intervene militarily or overtly provide
weaponry. Khatib’s willingness to negotiate with Syrian government figures was criticized within
the SC, especially from members of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.*” George Sabra was
appointed as acting SC president until July 2013, when coalition members elected Ahmad Jarba
as the new SC president. Jarba, a Sunni Muslim from the Shammar tribe in eastern Syria, is
believed to have strong ties to Saudi Arabia. He was imprisoned by the Asad regime for two years
(1996-1998) and was jailed again in 2011 during the start of the uprising. He left Syria after his
release in August 2011. On September 1, 2013, Jarba urged the Arab League to endorse foreign
military intervention in Syria in response to the regime’s use of chemical weapons on August 21.

SC members met in Istanbul in mid-March 2013 and elected a Syrian-born U.S. citizen, Ghassan
Hitto™ to serve as the Interim Prime Minister of a planned opposition government to administer
rebel-held territory. Hitto had attempted to form a provisional Syrian government in rebel-
controlled areas, but his efforts failed, and he resigned in July 2013. The SC has yet to elect his
replacement. Presently, it is unclear how external backers of the SC would respond to the
formation of an alternative Syrian government, given that U.S. policy supports a negotiated
political solution based on the 2012 Geneva Final Communiqué. That document states that the
“sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial integrity of Syria must be respected.”

Current policy debates focus on whether the SC is a credible partner and whether and how the
United States should empower the SC to better coordinate humanitarian aid and the delivery of
local services in order to increase its influence inside the country. U.S. officials and international
assistance implementers report that the SC has minimal capacity to deliver assistance inside
Syria, in spite of the establishment of its Assistance Coordination Unit (ACU). Instead, local
revolutionary councils, relief committees, and the Syrian Arab Red Crescent often oversee the
delivery of aid by third parties, with local councils taking responsibility for the reestablishment
and provision of services. Persistent SC demands for more forceful intervention and robust lethal
support have sought to increase the pressure on U.S. and European policy makers to revisit the

%8 Since the beginning of unrest in Syria in 2011, opponents of Asad regime rule, particularly from those in exile, have
struggled to create a diverse representation of Syrian society. In May 2013, Syrian opposition figures met in Istanbul,
Turkey in attempts to expand SC membership to include more non-Islamist members and strengthen ties between
political figures and the armed opposition. At the conclusion of the six-day meeting, 51 new members were admitted to
the SC, of which 15 are from the armed opposition. The conference was widely viewed as a diplomatic victory of sorts
for Saudi Arabia, which has sought to limit Qatari support for Syrian Islamists and the Muslim Brotherhood. Of the 51
new members, at least 10 are political allies of Michel Kilo, a longtime Syrian dissident whose inclusion in the SC was
backed by Saudi Arabia. However, though the SC managed to expand its membership, its days of infighting amidst
military setbacks that the opposition has endured may have damaged its legitimacy in the eyes of some Syrians. The
Syrian Revolution General Commission announ