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Madame Chairman, Mr. Ranking Member, and Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the 
opportunity to discuss U.S. policy toward Syria with you today and to submit this testimony for 
the record. My testimony will analyze several areas of concern for U.S. policy toward Syria, 
which are: understanding dynamics relevant to building stability in post-ISIS areas under U.S. 
control; finding a mechanism to work with our NATO ally Turkey to remove the al Qaeda safe 
haven in Syria; and determining whether Russia can be a partner to create a post-conflict Syria 
where Assad has been transitioned from power and Iran and its proxy forces have been 
withdrawn from the country.  
 
In my analysis, Syria has transitioned from a civil war between the Assad government and its 
rebel opponents and has now become an arena for interstate competition. This is a competition 
that the United States, through its control over nearly one-third of resource-rich Syrian territory, 
is now a party to. I believe that the U.S. presence in Syria means that we are invested in the 
outcome of the conflict, and we should therefore strive for a post-conflict Syria that is stable and 
that is not a source of threats to the United States or its regional partners.  
 
However, in my analysis, the U.S. government is enacting a policy in Syria that sets an end state 
goal that will not likely be achieved for years, perhaps even decades, if it is ever achieved. This 
end state goal is the removal of the Assad government, and the withdrawal of Iranian and proxy 
forces from Syria. The U.S. government is tying the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria to 
“irreversible” progress on achieving this end state goal. I am concerned that the U.S. government 
is not communicating the likely consequence of its policy clearly to the American public, the 
consequences being a years-or decades-long American military commitment in Syria. Further, I 
am concerned that the U.S. government is underestimating the degree to which it relies on 
Russia’s good faith and effort to achieve this end state goal, if it remains the policy of the U.S. 
government not to use military force to remove the Assad government from power and force the 
withdrawal of Iran and its proxy forces.  
 
I believe that a more realistic end state for the U.S. government to pursue, if it will not change its 
approach to transitioning from Assad and achieving Iran’s withdrawal from Syria, is to support 
local Syrian partners in the U.S. zone of control to build security, economic recovery, and good 
governance through stabilization operations. And in pursuing this objective, the United States 
should look for opportunities to achieve a political settlement in Syria that protects the interests 
of our local Syrian partners, but is not dependent on either Bashar al-Assad or Iran having been 
first removed from Syria.    



	

 
Overview of the Situation in Syria That Confronts Current U.S. Policy  
 
Syria's conflict is both less complicated and more complicated than it was when the United 
States began combat operations against ISIS in the country in September 2014. The Syrian civil 
war is less complicated because the number of local, armed actors and the territory on the ground 
that they control has significantly decreased, as a result of the ebb and flow of the war. However, 
the war is more complicated because the number of foreign actors with zones of control on the 
ground inside Syria has increased, and these foreign actors are by and large at odds with each 
other. The United States is one of these foreign actors, and through the counter-ISIS campaign it 
has a zone of control that stretches across almost one-third of Syria's territory.  
 
We are already at the stage of the conflict that has resulted in the partition of Syria. Events inside 
Syria over the course of 2018 have solidified the zones of control held by foreign actors, 
including by the United States and Turkey, both of which have deployed military forces on the 
ground. Israel and Jordan, which had maintained zones of influence in southwest Syria but 
without committing to the presence of their military forces in Syria, relinquished their zones of 
influence to Russia as a result of the collapse of the U.S.-negotiated Southwest Syria De-
Escalation Zone, which the United States ultimately decided not to enforce and defend.   
 
Further, Israel and Iran are also at a state of open war in Syria, and over the last year Israel has 
conducted approximately 200 airstrikes inside Syria against targets linked to Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps-Quds Force (IRGC-QF) and its proxy forces.1 The Syrian civil war 
has also provided the IRGC-QF with the opportunity to scale up and expand the activities of the 
transnational, “Hezbollah Network” of mainly Shia jihadist fighters from Lebanon, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan to fight on behalf of Bashar al-Assad. This network has been deployed 
to Syria throughout Assad-controlled areas, and most concerning for U.S. forces engaged in the 
counter-ISIS campaign, has been used as a tool of the IRGC-QF and its Assad government allies 
to test the resolve of the United States and its partners in eastern Syria.2 
 
The conflict between Israel and Iran in Syria is putting increased importance and strain on 
Israeli-Russian engagement and deconfliction, as Israel increases its military activities in Syria 
against Iran and the Assad government. Deconfliction between Israel and Russia in Syria has not 
always been successful, as evident in the recent Israeli airstrikes in Syria, which resulted in 
confusion from Assad’s forces that subsequently shot down a Russian plane landing at the 
Hmeimim airbase in Latakia, Syria.3 
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The Trump administration has recently offered greater clarity on what it intends to do in Syria 
and how it expects U.S. policy to unfold there. Recently, senior administration officials have 
explicitly stated that U.S. forces will not be withdrawn from Syria until there is “irreversible” 
progress on the implementation of the Geneva process and United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2254 (UNSCR 2254).4 Other senior U.S. officials have gone further and stated that 
the United States will not withdraw its forces from Syria until Iran’s, and their proxy forces, have 
first been withdrawn from Syria.5 What these officials are saying without actually saying it is 
that it is the policy of the U.S. government to remain in Syria until there is regime change in 
Damascus and until Iran and its proxy forces have been forced from the country.   
 
For the time being, the administration has not clarified how it will accomplish both regime 
change in Damascus and the removal of Iranian and proxy forces from Syria on a timeline that 
would not be as long as to be measured in many years, or even decades. It is true that the United 
States has tremendous potential power on the ground in Syria, having control or influence over 
four major resources that are essential to stabilizing Syria, which are water, oil and natural gas, 
arable land and wheat, and electricity generation.6 Therefore the U.S. zone of control in Syria 
provides the U.S. with a position that is as strong, or as weak, as we choose for it to be. The U.S. 
government should be honest with the American people that its policy is to remain in Syria until 
Bashar al-Assad’s government is removed from power.  
 
What Has Changed Since the Committee’s Last Hearing on Syria (February 2018)  
 
Since this Committee last convened a hearing on Syria this past February, events on the ground 
have proceeded at a dizzying pace, even as U.S. policy to respond to those events mainly failed 
to follow apace. In the time that has elapsed, the Assad government and its Russian and Iranian 
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allies have conquered three of the four "de-escalation zones" that were established in western 
Syria to freeze the conflict: the zones in Homs/Hama in central-western Syria, the East Ghouta 
suburb of Damascus, and southwest Syria on the borders of Jordan and the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights. Turkey also completed its campaign to conquer the ethnic Kurdish-majority 
region of Afrin, in northwest Syria. Over one million Syrians have been displaced since the start 
of 2018, according to the United Nations, and until this past month, there was no coherent and 
actionable U.S. policy to prevent further massive population displacement inside Syria.7  
 
U.S. Policy Behavior in Syria in 2018 
 
Over the course of 2018, the U.S. government has sent mixed signals about its intentions in 
Syria, both in regard to the civil war between Bashar al-Assad and his allies and the armed 
opposition in western Syria, and in northern and eastern Syria where the United States is an 
actual local actor with strong power to shape events as they unfold on the ground.  
 
I should note that the administration deserves credit for sticking to its policy that the use of 
chemical weapons by the Assad government is unacceptable, which it acted on in 2018. The 
Assad government's use of sarin gas mixed with chlorine in an attack on the East Ghouta zone 
near Damascus in early April precipitated military strikes by the United States, France, and the 
United Kingdom against selected Assad military bases, which was military action similar to what 
the U.S. military conducted in April 2017. The U.S. should continue this policy of no tolerance 
of the use of chemical weapons by the Assad government, although it should be noted that this 
policy did not prevent Assad's forces and their allies from using a wide range of other methods-
including chlorine gas, starvation sieges, artillery and missile bombardment, incendiary munition 
and barrel bomb air strikes targeting civilian infrastructure such as hospitals-to force the 
capitulation of the de-escalation zones.8  
 
However, a truth of the Syria war that was brought into clearer focus in 2018 was that no matter 
the one-off strikes the U.S. and its allies have conducted over the past two years against Bashar 
al-Assad in response to his use of chemical weapons, these strikes do not deter him and his allies 
from achieving their military objectives. And indeed, the incoherence in the U.S. approach to 
Syria, even now, is typified by how the administration responded to the Assad government and 
its allies’ campaign to conquer western Syria's de-escalation zones.  
 
Despite the April 2018 strikes against Assad's forces, Bashar al-Assad and his allies succeeded in 
their goal to force the surrender of the “low hanging fruit” de-escalation zones in western Syria, 
Homs/Hama and East Ghouta, that were surrounded by territory controlled by the Assad 
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government and unable to access support from foreign patrons. Assad's capture of the 
Homs/Hama and East Ghouta de-escalation zones should not have been surprising to close 
observers of the Syrian conflict. These two zones were negotiated as part of the Astana 
diplomatic track among Russia, Iran, and Turkey—the United States was not involved in 
establishing these zones or enforcing them. In fact, other than to respond to the Assad 
government's use of chemical weapons in East Ghouta, for which the administration also 
rebuked Russia, the U.S. government gave no indication that it would respond to protect these 
two zones and prevent Bashar al-Assad from retaking them.9  
 
What was more surprising was the collapse of the Southwest Syria De-Escalation Zone, which 
was fully conquered by the Assad government in August, both through military action and 
through a series of “reconciliation agreements” brokered by Russia. These reconciliation deals 
are a major line of effort by the Assad government and Russia.10 Under the reconciliation deals, 
local armed organizations and civilian councils cooperating with these rebel groups in 
opposition-controlled areas agreed to stop fighting the Assad government in return for keeping 
their small arms, a limited form of local autonomy for opposition-held areas, and guarantees 
from Russia that Russian military police will prevent the Assad government’s security forces 
from carrying out massive campaigns of arrest and detention targeting individuals living in 
reconciled areas.  
 
The Southwest De-Escalation Zone was, until its surrender in August, the crown jewel of the 
administration’s diplomatic efforts in Syria. It was established in July 2017 as the result of 
negotiations between the United States, Russia, and Jordan, and could justifiably be viewed as a 
major success of the new administration’s still developing Syria policy. More important for U.S. 
policy, the Southwest Syria De-Escalation Zone included the last significant area of control for 
moderate armed opposition, which held territory on Jordan’s northern border and on the Golan 
Heights, serving as a buffer for Israel against Iranian forces and their proxy Shia militias.11 I 
have been particularly focused on developments in Southwest Syria over the last five years, and 
was in Jordan on research in May just prior to the start of the June campaign launched by the 
Assad government and its allies against the zone. I was in communication with the opposition 
throughout the course of June and July when the battle for control over the zone was raging.12  
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What was clear from my research was that the southwest opposition was getting mixed signals 
from the U.S. government about our intent to enforce the Southwest De-Escalation Zone and to 
defend it from a potential military campaign launched by the Assad government against the zone. 
That lack of clarity from the administration here in Washington, D.C., in turn effected how 
relevant U.S. government organizations in Jordan could advise the southwest opposition on how 
to proceed, including with a Russian-led and Jordanian-backed effort to secure a deal between 
the opposition and the Assad government that would likely have been more favorable to the 
rebels than what followed their surrender this summer. What unfolded in regard to the Southwest 
Syria De-Escalation Zone was a failure of U.S. policy, and it came across as weakness in 
American diplomacy and demonstrated to the Assad government and its allies, especially Russia, 
that the United States is willing to subcontract Syria’s stability to the Russians.  
 
The collapse of the Southwest Syria De-Escalation Zone is, in my analysis, indicative of the 
general confusion of U.S. government policy toward Syria, and in particular regarding how to 
respond to the civil war between the Assad government and its allies and the opposition in 
western Syria. The U.S. government was not willing to enforce the Southwest De-Escalation 
Zone, and without that effort, both Jordan and Israel ultimately made the decision that they 
believed was best for their respective national security, which was to encourage the southwest 
opposition to cut a deal with Russia and end the fighting that had been displacing hundreds of 
thousands of civilians, killing hundreds of civilians, and destroying property.  
 
In my analysis, the administration deserves to receive criticism for its approach to the Southwest 
De-Escalation Zone because the collapse of the zone showed that despite its public statements, 
the United States was not willing to enforce a deal it brokered, and that the Assad government 
and Russia clearly violated.13 The collapse of the Southwest Syria De-Escalation Zone also 
removed a clear pathway for the United States to link its military presence in northern and 
eastern Syria with western Syria, where in the southwest the United States could have worked 
with local moderate armed opposition against the small but militarily effective ISIS affiliate that 
was located in that region.14  
 
Areas that reconciled with the Assad government via the efforts of Russia are now seeing 
significant numbers of arrests and detentions of local people by the Assad government’s security 
forces, and many reconciled rebels and members of the White Helmets EMS service are being 
killed, which undermines the objectives of the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act of 2017 
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passed by the House last year.15 The fall of the Southwest De-Escalation Zone further established 
Russia as the key foreign actor responsible for stabilizing western Syria, which in the southwest 
keeps Iranian and proxy forces off the Golan Heights and away from the Jordanian border.16  
 
The loss of the Southwest Syria De-Escalation Zone means that if the United States is to retain 
potential leverage over the course of the civil war in western Syria, it is dependent on the 
maintenance of what the U.S. government calls “Greater Idlib,” which includes areas of Idlib, 
Latakia, Hama, and Aleppo governorates in northwest Syria, remaining independent from the 
Assad government. An Assad government campaign on Greater Idlib –which is home to an 
estimated 3.5 million people including over a million displaced from other regions of the country 
– would have led to a catastrophic humanitarian disaster.17 The administration was more actively 
engaged in the situation in Greater Idlib and provided diplomatic “top cover” to shore up 
Turkey’s bargaining position vis-à-vis Russia and Iran.18  
 
Last week, Russia and Turkey agreed to implement a 9–12 mile de-militarized zone around 
Greater Idlib. This de-militarized zone would be jointly patrolled by Turkish and Russian 
militaries and in it the armed opposition would remove all heavy weapons (such as tanks, 
artillery pieces, and surface-to-surface missiles).19 Turkey also agreed that it would work with its 
local Syrian armed opposition partners to remove al Qaeda and similar organizations from 
Greater Idlib.20 Russia’s deal with Turkey was made out of a desire to prevent attrition of the 
Assad government’s forces in a battle for Greater Idlib, and to avoid a humanitarian crisis that 
would freeze the slow effort engaged by Russia to rehabilitate the image of Bashar al-Assad and 
renormalize his government globally.21 Russia cannot and will not finance the reconstruction of 
Syria, and it needs to advance the already painfully slow process of renormalizing Assad to 
proceed apace and without interruptions.22 However, stopping the Assad campaign on Greater 
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Idlib is not enough because the truth is that Greater Idlib has become, per the Special Presidential 
Envoy for the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS Brett McGurk, “the largest al-Qaeda safe haven 
since 9/11.”23  
 
The administration recently stated that the United States and its partners such as Turkey, and not 
the Assad government and its allies such as Russia, should conduct operations in Greater Idlib to 
remove al Qaeda and similar organizations from that region.24 The United States has an interest 
in removing al Qaeda and similar groups from Greater Idlib, whether we are talking about trans-
national al Qaeda operatives and foreign fighters or local Syrian members seeking to irreversibly 
change the social and political norms of their communities to provide enduring safe havens for al 
Qaeda. There remains significant uncertainty on what the administration will do to address this 
challenge moving forward. Specifically, whether the administration plans to work with Turkey 
and its Syrian armed opposition partners against al Qaeda and similar groups and whether that 
partnership would be effective.   
 
Matters of Concern for U.S. Policy on Syria  
 
There are several matters of concern that are relevant to the United States in Syria, all of which 
impact U.S. policy toward the conflict there and the indefinite maintenance of U.S. forces in 
Syria. These matters relate to: (1) administering the U.S. zone of control in northern and eastern 
Syria for the post-ISIS stabilization mission; (2) achieving U.S.-Turkish cooperation in Syria to 
work toward the irreversible advancement of the Geneva process and United Nations Security 
Council Resolution 2254; (3) defending against the Assad government and its allies’ strategy to 
undermine the  U.S.-led coalition’s stabilization mission in northern and eastern Syria; (4) 
engaging constructively with Russia to achieve a sustainable solution to the Syrian conflict; and 
(5) deterring and diminishing Iran in Syria and the western Levant and preventing a larger 
Israeli-Iranian conflict.  
 
Administering the U.S. zone of control in northern and eastern Syria for the post-ISIS 
stabilization mission 
 
According to Brett McGurk, 99% of the would-be Caliphate that ISIS once ruled in Syria and 
Iraq has been conquered. Senior U.S. officials responsible for the post-ISIS stabilization mission 
report that that the United States has raised approximately $300 million from multiple Coalition 
countries, including a large pledge of $150 million from Saudi Arabia.25 The United States is 
prioritizing stabilization programs focusing on irrigation canals, demining, water pumps, basic 
health, and basic essential services. Currently, a particular area of focus for U.S.-led Coalition 
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stabilization efforts is Raqqa, where Mr. McGurk states all 26 sectors of the city have safe 
drinking water and more than 150,000 people have returned.26  
 
Securing and maintaining financial support for the stabilization mission in northern and eastern 
Syria is important to ensuring the success of the U.S. mission to prevent the reemergence of 
ISIS. There have been frequent complaints by organizations implementing programs on the 
ground inside of the U.S. zone in northern and eastern Syria that there has not been enough 
support from the U.S. team responsible for overseeing the stabilization mission.27 It is 
understandable that Raqqa, once the putative capital of ISIS’s Caliphate, and which was 
significantly destroyed by the U.S.-led coalition campaign to capture the city, would currently 
receive the greatest amount of attention from the United States.28 However, there are other 
vulnerable areas of northern and eastern Syria, particularly Deir al-Zour, that are currently 
underserviced and where security concerns about attacks from ISIS remnants make it difficult for 
the coalition’s local and international implementing partners to operate.29 The U.S. government 
should be sure to put more attention into stabilizing Deir al-Zour, which is likely to be the first 
area of northern and eastern Syria where ISIS would attempt a comeback.30 
 
The success of the U.S.-led coalition’s stabilization mission in Syria will also be determined by 
the ability of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), and the Self Administration of Northern and 
Eastern Syria that governs the U.S. zone, to develop into a structure that can provide security and 
good governance for the people of this region of Syria. Herein lies the challenge and the 
opportunity for the SDF. The SDF is a multi-ethnic military alliance – with a large part of its 
strength being the People’s Protection Units (YPG) – an umbrella organization of local 
community-based militias, many of which are composed of ethnic Kurds, and a significant 
number of which are associated with the Democratic Union Party (PYD). The PYD, which is the 
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dominant Syrian Kurdish political party, is in turn strongly influenced by the Kurdistan Workers 
Party (PKK), a predominately Turkish-Kurdish organization that is at war with the Turkish 
government and that the United States lists as a terrorist organization. 
 
Turkey’s security concerns regarding the PKK and the U.S. relationship with the YPG and the 
PYD is significant and is a driver of tensions among the NATO allies. Since the conflict between 
the Turkish state and the PKK began in 1984, it is estimated that 40,000 people, including 
civilians and combatants, have been killed.31 The current phase of hostilities between the Turkish 
military and the PKK occurred as the result of the breakdown of peace talks between the 
Erdogan-led government and the PKK in 2015. One pathway to alleviating tensions between 
Turkey and the Syrian Kurds would be for the U.S. government to get Ankara to restart peace 
talks with the PKK.   
 
These most recent rounds of fighting between the PKK and Turkey have killed approximately 
3,000 people, including civilians and combatants, and has led to widespread destruction in 
several cities in Kurdish-majority regions of southeastern Turkey.32 A semi-autonomous 
organization within the PKK, the Kurdistan Freedom Falcons (TAK), has conducted several 
high-profile attacks against targets in tourist areas of western Turkish cities that are frequented 
by foreigners, including in Istanbul and Ankara.33 The Turkish government believes that TAK 
has established a safe haven in northern and eastern Syria in the zones controlled by the YPG 
(i.e. those under the influence of the U.S. military) to plan attacks inside of Turkey.34  
 
Despite Turkey’s assessment, the fact of the matter is that the U.S. military has nurtured the 
development of the SDF since 2015, developing it from an alliance forged between the YPG and 
Arab-majority armed opposition groups. This alliance fought together to defend the northern 
Syrian city of Kobani from ISIS in the summer of 2014, and it was this successful example of 
inter-ethnic cooperation under the leadership of the YPG at Kobani that piqued the interest of the 
U.S. military and its coalition partners.35 Since 2015, the SDF, under the guidance of the U.S. 
military and other coalition partners, has been built organically to reflect northern and eastern 
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Syria’s communal diversity and to guard against the region’s history of inter-communal violence 
that ISIS had previously used to its advantage in northern and eastern Syria.36  
 
The intellectual underpinning of the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria’s 
governance model is the “Democratic Confederalism” theory first proposed by Abdullah Ocalan, 
who is considered the leader and inspiration of the PKK. Ocalan’s theory was written as a series 
of essays in 2005 in response to inter-ethnic violence, mainly between Arabs and Kurds, which 
afflicted northern and eastern Syria in 2004. Ocalan’s ideas are given form with the 
establishment of the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria, and are literally the 
governing framework that is replacing ISIS and serving as the partner for U.S. stabilization 
efforts.  
 
For the time being, Turkey will remain a problem and a potential source of threats to the U.S.-led 
coalition’s stabilization effort working through the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern 
Syria and the SDF because it views the PYD and by extension the YPG and SDF to be an 
existential threat. Turkey’s distrust of the both the SDF, and to be frank, the United States, will 
continue to create security problems for the U.S.-led coalition and its SDF partners in Syria.37 
Over the last year, there has been a rising number of assassination attempts, some of them 
successful, against SDF officials and their local, mainly Arab allies.38 These social, political, and 
security challenges – although for the time being manageable for the SDF – are easily 
exacerbated with Turkish support, which seems forthcoming.39  
 
In effect, the U.S.-led coalition wants the SDF to govern areas of northern and eastern Syria that 
were under the control of ISIS and are Arab-majority such as Manbij, Raqqa, and Deir al-Zour in 
a manner that will conform to the wishes of the local population. This is to keep the local 
population from wishing for the return of ISIS, but in so doing the United States wants the SDF 
to be a self-running machine, without too much input required from the U.S.-led coalition. But 
the challenge is that the SDF’s default setting is to run a government according to Ocalan’s 
vision and to set the social norms according to the ideology of the PYD, which is problematic for 
many locals in places like Manbij, Raqqa and Deir al-Zour, as it can cause discord that can be 
utilized by a range of opponents – be they ISIS, the Assad government, or Turkey. 
Special consideration should also be given for the internally displaced people (IDP) who are 
residing in camps within the U.S.-led coalition’s zone of control in northern and eastern Syria.  
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There are also hundreds of thousands of people in these IDP camps throughout this zone, both in 
the areas that are administered by the Self Administration for Northern and Eastern Syria and in 
the Rukban camp in the al-Tanf zone that is directly under the control of U.S.-led coalition forces 
on the Syrian-Jordanian border in the central-eastern Syrian Desert. The humanitarian conditions 
in these IDP camps are challenging and are in dire need of being addressed. Various international 
and local non-government associations estimate there could be more than 300,000 IDPs from 
eastern Syria in different camps in the territory administered by the Self Administration for 
Northern and Eastern Syria, and that SDF authorities have been linked to harsh security 
measures that prevent camp residents from moving freely out of these camps back to their 
homes.40  
 
Rukban camp, which is located in the vicinity of the U.S.-led coalition’s forward military base in 
the al-Tanf zone on the Jordanian-Syrian border in northeast Jordan, is home to approximately 
55,000 displaced Syrians, the majority of whom are from areas of central and eastern Syria that 
were formerly under the control of ISIS.41 Jordan considers Rukban to be a threat to its national 
security because of the potential of ISIS operatives to be present in the camp. There are credible 
reports of security and safety concerns in the camp due to the presence of criminal organizations 
and armed groups that are seeking to maintain control of the sporadic humanitarian assistance 
that enters the camp. According to Syrian opposition sources in the camp, approximately half of 
the camp's residents are threatened from famine due to lack of access to food. Moreover, 
inflation on existential foodstuffs and potable water in the camp has made it so that residents of 
the camp are increasingly unable to afford to meet their nutritional needs. The U.N. also has had 
only sporadic access to the camp, and there is currently no frequent and reliable cross-border 
access to Rukban from Jordan, creating severe difficulty in getting humanitarian aid into the 
camp.42  
 
Achieving U.S.-Turkish cooperation in Syria to work toward the irreversible advancement of the 
Geneva process and United Nations Security Council Resolution 2254 
 
In addition to the challenges posed by Russia and Iran, we also have significant challenges being 
posed by our NATO ally, Turkey. The administration’s new Syria team states its commitment to 
achieve a modus vivendi with Turkey in Syria that can be used to support U.S. counterterrorism 
goals and to advance the Geneva process and the implementation of UNSCR 2254. Even over 
time, a U.S.-Turkish grand bargain could create one unified, “NATO zone” stretching from 
northwest to southeast Syria that would be beyond the reach of the Assad government and its 
allies, and a zone that would possess the country’s best arable land, oil, water resources, and 
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electricity producing resources.43 Yet, achieving a long-term and mutually beneficial 
arrangement with Turkey will be difficult. 
 
What is clear is that Turkey will not willingly surrender its territorial zone of control in 
northwest Syria back to Bashar al-Assad out of concern that it would lose leverage on the ground 
in Syria to prevent the establishment of a PKK safe haven. And while that might seem to be an 
advantage for current U.S. policy, it is also a problem. That problem relates to Turkey’s 
aggressive posture towards the SDF and the YPG, which is what brought the Turkish military on 
the ground in Syria to begin with when it launched Operation Euphrates Shield in August 2016.44 
Erdogan’s decision to enter Syria, motivated by a desire to prevent what the Turkish government 
feared would be a contiguous, Kurdish-controlled zone stretching across its southern border with 
Syria, and to a lesser extent to clear ISIS from its last stronghold near the border, has been one of 
the most consequential decisions of the war. More than two years later, Turkey has slowly but 
steadily worked by, with, and through its Syrian rebel proxy groups to gain additional pieces of 
territory in northwest Syria, adding the Afrin region in February, and as a result of the recently 
announced deal with Russia, it is adding Greater Idlib and its surrounding areas. 
 
What makes Greater Idlib so difficult is that there is no easy path for Turkey and the United 
States to uproot al Qaeda and similar organizations from this region because the truth is that 
these groups have developed a significant degree of community cover from the local Syrian 
population. All of the major extremist groups in Greater Idlib, including Huras al-Din (the 
declared al Qaeda affiliate in Syria) with an estimated 500 fighters, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (once 
Jabhat al-Nusra, the former declared al Qaeda affiliate in Syria) with an estimated 8,000-10,000 
fighters, the Turkistan Islamic Party (which was founded by ethnic Uighur jihadist fighters) with 
an estimated 1,500-2,000 fighters, and Jund al-Aqsa (which has ties to ISIS) with an estimated 
1,500 fighters, are to one degree or another tightly woven into the local Syrian community in 
Greater Idlib. These organizations, although they include a significant number of foreign 
fighters, also possess many Syrian members and are actively involved in the security and 
governance of the region.  
 
Taking them on will not be easy, and will likely result in bloodshed and mass displacement 
inside of Greater Idlib, which will impose a human and political cost on Turkey and potentially 
the United States if it joins Turkey in that effort. Turkey’s preferred method in Greater Idlib is to 
use its various Syrian rebel proxy forces to take on al Qaeda and similar organizations, especially 
the National Liberation Front (NLF) with an estimated 25,000-30,000 fighters and the Syrian 
National Army, also with an estimated 25,000-30,000 fighters. The NLF is an umbrella 
organization of different armed opposition groups, while the Syrian National Army is directly 
trained, paid, and armed by Turkey and is predominately based in the Turkish-controlled border 
areas in northern Aleppo governorate. The NLF includes armed opposition groups that were 
vetted by the CIA and previously received U.S. military support, although these groups are not 
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the majority of the fighters within the NLF. Despite these manpower advantages, it is unclear if 
either the NLF or the Syrian National Army have the capability, or the desire, to engage in a 
bloody civil war inside of Greater Idlib. Least of all a war against organizations that share their 
immediate goal of overthrowing the Assad government.    
 
Despite receiving Turkish training, and in the case of the Syrian National Army funding from 
Turkey, these rebel forces are still at best makeshift armies.45 And both of these forces are 
riddled with questionable actors and include group such as the militant Salafist, al Qaeda 
nurtured, and frequent Hayat Tahrir al-Sham ally, the organization Ahrar al-Sham, that share the 
same end state goal in Syria as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham.46 Their quarrel with each other is over who 
has the power within the opposition and how to govern who gets its spoils, not over what end 
state comes out of the revolution. With these Syrian rebel “armies,” it remains to be seen if 
Turkey really can remove al Qaeda and similar organizations from Greater Idlib all alone.    
 
It is also true that further conflict could erupt in Greater Idlib, as the Syrian armed opposition 
does not want to give up the war against Bashar al-Assad.47 This is a common feature of the 
armed opposition throughout Syria, and this resistance against the return of the Assad 
government is shared among a diverse range of current and former rebel fighters, such as in the 
“reconciled” areas of southwest Syria, by Arab fighters that are part of the SDF, and through the 
array of armed opposition groups in Greater Idlib. One dynamic about Greater Idlib that bears 
careful attention is that Greater Idlib has the largest concentration of armed opposition fighters 
remaining in the conflict. This is the product of the size and concentration of local armed 
opposition groups in Greater Idlib, including al Qaeda and similar organizations, and because 
Greater Idlib is the dumping ground for rebel fighters that did not want to cut reconcile with the 
Assad government in other areas of Syria. Greater Idlib is the abode of the violent anti-Assad 
movement in Syria, and despite Turkey’s effort to organize the wide array of groups in Greater 
Idlib under its control, in one manner or another, continuing the military campaign against the 
Assad government remains a key objective of the groups that are based there.  
 
It is also worth taking a closer look at Afrin, which has been a historically ethnic Kurdish region 
that over the course of the civil war was controlled by the YPG and remained relatively 
untouched by the war and was a haven for tens of thousands of people displaced from other 
regions of Syria. The plight of the people of Afrin has been a big hole in U.S. policy and it 
deserves special attention for U.S. policy because this region is very important to the YPG – a 
major component of the SDF and America’s best and closest partner in Syria. The unresolved 
situation in Afrin could be the trigger for a larger conflict between Turkey and Syria’s Kurdish 
community. I’ll be blunt: the United States has generally ignored the situation and has not 
adequately addressed what has unfolded in Afrin since the conclusion of Turkey’s Operation 
Olive Branch in February.   
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According to the World Health Organization, close to 170,000 residents of Afrin have been 
displaced, most of them ethnic Kurds.48The Turkish-backed Syrian opposition occupation force 
in Afrin has been credibly linked to human rights abuses and looting and illegally seizing 
property.49 In response to these abuses, a coalition of YPG-linked resistance groups has 
embarked on a campaign to destabilize the Turkish-backed, Syrian rebel occupation forces in 
Afrin.50 Thus, the consequences of Operation Olive Branch have been severe and are still 
causing tensions between the YPG and the U.S.-led coalition, because despite pressure from the 
Coalition, the YPG will not surrender its right to liberate Afrin from Turkey and its Syrian rebel 
proxies.  
 
Afrin has been largely forgotten by the United States because U.S. policy toward the YPG has 
been to categorize the YPG organization that exists east of the Euphrates as the SDF, and 
therefore, part of the counter-ISIS campaign, and the YPG organization west of the Euphrates as 
a separate entity that is not supported by the Coalition. This of course is not how the YPG 
perceives itself, and the result of the Turkish campaign in Afrin was to cause the counter-ISIS 
campaign in eastern Syria to nearly ground to a halt in February as the YPG sent forces from the 
battles against ISIS to confront Turkey and its Syrian rebel proxies.51 The precedent set by 
Turkey in Afrin should be a cause for concern for the U.S. government as Erdogan has stated 
that it is his intention to launch similar operations against the SDF in the areas east of the 
Euphrates.52  
 
We should be concerned that inconsistencies in U.S. policy vis-à-vis Turkey have not helped us 
balance the concerns of Turkey with the concerns of the Syrian Kurds within the SDF. One 
example of this inconsistency is former Vice President Biden’s promise to Erdogan in 2016 that 
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the SDF, not just the YPG units within the SDF, would withdraw from the disputed region of 
Manbij, which is technically west of the Euphrates, and back over to the east bank of the 
Euphrates.53 That broken promise is still remembered by Erdogan and the Turkish public who 
feel they were lied to by their NATO ally.54 U.S.-Turkish joint military patrols in Manbij would 
be a positive step forward.55 However, the administration’s new Syria team should remain wary 
of Turkey’s intentions because Erdogan has insisted on his right to dismantle the SDF east of the 
Euphrates.  
 
Turkey is a NATO ally, and it may be the lodestar for the administration’s new Syria strategy, 
but the intentions of the Turkish government toward the SDF-administered areas east of the 
Euphrates should be a cause of great concern for the U.S. government.56 If Erdogan was to act on 
his desire, it would mean that Turkey would be directly undermining the U.S. stabilization effort 
in northern and eastern Syria, which would be a boon for ISIS.  
 
Defending against the Assad government and its allies’ strategy to undermine the U.S.-led 
Coalition’s stabilization mission in northern and eastern Syria 
 
The Assad government and its allies are actively seeking to undermine the U.S.-led coalition, its 
local Syrian partners, and the coalition’s stabilization effort in Syria. Bashar al-Assad’s decision 
not to completely abandon northern and eastern Syria, and to maintain a small forward operating 
presence in the cities of Qamishli and Hasakah in this region, provides his forces and their 
IRGC-QF allies with the opportunity to contest the U.S.-led coalition and the Self 
Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria. Over the course of the civil war, the YPG and the 
SDF have engaged in periodic clashes against local forces that remain loyal to Bashar al-Assad 
in northern and eastern Syria.57 
 
There are indicators that the Assad government and its allies, particularly the IRGC-QF and its 
Hezbollah Network, are taking active measures to reestablish lines of influence inside the U.S 
zone of control in northern and eastern Syria, with a focus on Sunni Arab tribes such as those 
that live in Raqqa, Hasakah, and Deir al-Zour governorates. The Assad government and its allies 
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are currently pursuing two main lines of efforts: information operations and unconventional 
warfare through the network-building, mobilization, and arming of proxy militias to undermine 
the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria and the SDF.  
 
This first line of effort, information operations, specifically challenges the legality of the 
operations of the U.S.-led coalition in Syria, to weaken international support for the U.S. military 
and its allies’ campaign against ISIS and to send the signal to local actors in northern and eastern 
Syria that it is the government of Bashar al-Assad, and not the United States, that will have 
staying power. In its messaging to Syrian, Arab, and global audiences, Bashar al-Assad and his 
allies have started to single out the U.S. military as “invaders” threatening to occupy Syrian land. 
Implicit in these communications is the message that local Syrian partners of the U.S.-led 
coalition are traitors to their country, and that there is no alternative to patriotism but to support 
the Assad government.58 The Assad Government is also trying to build lines of influence into 
identity communities other than Arabs in northern and eastern Syria, including ethnic and 
sectarian minority communities such as Assyrians, Armenians, and Circassians.59   
 
The second line of effort is to establish an infrastructure of local militias that are loyal to 
Damascus and that can target the U.S.-led coalition and its SDF partners. This line of effort is 
being supported by the IRGC-QF and its Hezbollah Network, which together have a dedicated 
intelligence cell in the northeastern city of Qamishli that focuses on recruiting and supporting 
high value Arab tribal militias. This cell is operating in the heart of the U.S. zone of control in 
Syria and is a persistent threat to U.S. and coalition service members and their local Syrian 
partners. From Assad government-controlled military bases in northern and eastern Syria, 
Damascus can provide weapons and financial assistance to Sunni Arab sheikhs willing to 
mobilize local militias.60   
 
Recent military gains made by the Assad government, as a result of its counter-ISIS campaign 
that has been conducted with its allies separate from the U.S.-led coalition’s campaign, has 
strengthened Bashar al-Assad’s position in northern and eastern Syria. The Assad government is 
seeking to use the local, predominately Sunni Arab tribal forces that it has been building to 
threaten local staff working with the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria and the 
staff of local and international non-governmental organizations supporting the U.S.-led 
coalition’s stabilization mission. Local militia forces loyal to the Assad government are 
increasingly threatening the staff of organizations that work with the Self Administration of 
Northern and Eastern Syria and the U.S.-led coalition with kidnapping and assassination. These 
threats are contributing to a complicated and hostile environment for these organizations that 
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support the U.S. stabilization mission in northern and eastern Syria to perform their work, raising 
the difficulty faced by the coalition’s stabilization mission.   
 
Additionally, there has been an increase in the number of Hezbollah Network militias that have 
been deployed to areas of northern and eastern Syria that are under the control of the Assad 
government. The majority of these militias are drawn from IRGC-QF groups that are from Iraq 
and deployed to areas of eastern Syria such as in Raqqa and Deir al-Zour governorates that are in 
close proximity to the U.S. zone of control and to areas under the authority of the Self 
Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria.61 These IRGC-QF–backed militias have 
periodically attacked positions held by the U.S.-led coalition and the SDF throughout northern 
and eastern Syria, including in Deir al-Zour governorate and near al-Tanf.62 Hezbollah Network 
militias working on behalf of the Assad government will be a persistent threat to U.S. and partner 
forces in Syria.    
 
Engaging constructively with Russia to achieve a sustainable solution to the Syrian conflict 
 
It is true that over the course of the Syrian civil war the Assad government has become 
dependent on both Russia and Iran. This point can be taken further, and it can also be stated that 
the United States and its regional partners are now and will continue to be dependent on Russia 
to both deter and diminish Iran in Syria and the western Levant (Israel/Palestine, Lebanon, and 
Syria). A dynamic that is not often acknowledged here in the United States is that Russia has 
been deeply involved in Syria since before the civil war against Bashar al-Assad began.  
 
This is a natural result of the fact that since the Cold War, the old Soviet Union and its successor 
state the Russian Federation’s systems and institutions were used as a model for the Assad 
government’s past and current structure.63 Since the Cold War, Russia had maintained a naval 
supply depot inside Syria, and the Russian military had been the most important foreign partner 
for training the Syrian Arab Army that is loyal to Bashar al-Assad.64 It is worth noting that the 
Russians also went to great lengths to support the succession of Bashar al-Assad to the 
presidency when his father Hafez Al-Assad died in 2000. 
 
The fact of the matter is that Russia, in one incarnation or another, has been acknowledged by 
the United States to be the primary foreign patron of both Assad governments, and Syria was 
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always part of Russia’s sphere of influence, not that of the United States.65 From the start of the 
Syrian uprising and subsequent civil war, it has been clear that Russia has maintained a special 
interest in the maintenance of the Assad government. Prior its September 2015 military 
intervention on behalf of the Assad government, Russia in partnership with China provided 
significant diplomatic top cover for Bashar al-Assad in the United Nations.66 Russia also acted as 
an arbiter on behalf of Bashar al-Assad with the United States, most notably the September 2013 
agreement that was supposed to result in the elimination of the Assad government’s chemical 
weapon stockpiles.67 
 
What has changed since September 2015, beyond the obvious effects of the Russian military’s 
direct participation in the war, is that Russia is investing in an active and overt effort to 
rehabilitate and reshape the next generation of the Assad government’s military forces. Russia’s 
effort in this regard concerning the Syrian Arab Army is running parallel to, and in concert with, 
Iran’s own effort to establish a system of local Syrian security forces that are under the authority 
of the IRGC-QF. For the time being, Russia and Iran are generally in sync with their efforts, as 
both view their projects to shape the next generation of the Syrian security regime as benefiting 
Bashar al-Assad’s government and therefore benefiting both Iran and Russia in their position in 
Syria.68 This reality demonstrates the challenges that are inherent with the United States 
government tying the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria to the implementation of the Geneva 
process and UNSCR 2254, because as dynamics on the ground are developing, neither Russia 
nor Iran has incentive to reform the Syrian security forces in a manner that is consistent with the 
U.N. process. 

Russia has been feeding the idea that it is the great balancer of Iran in the western Levant – in 
Syria but also in Lebanon via Hezbollah – and has been promoting the narrative that it will 
oversee the phased withdrawal of IRGC-QF-linked forces from Syria once U.S. forces have 
withdrawn and Assad is back in control over the country. If the administration continues along 
this policy pathway, it will be taking a big risk that Russia is willing and able to accomplish the 
following key requirements to diminish Iran in Syria: 

 (1) Overseeing the transition of Assad’s wartime security forces away from IRGC-QF-
mobilized, Syrian and foreign militias;  

(2) Keeping Hezbollah Network militias away from Israel and Jordan’s borders, and forcing 
these militias to withdraw from Syria;  
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(3) Eliminating the IRGC-QF’s extensive logistical network of missile depots in central and 
western Syria that are a strong logistical tail to Hezbollah’s missile teeth in southern Lebanon; 
and 

(4) Reducing or removing the strong Iranian influence over key decision makers in Assad’s 
senior security, military, and governance apparatus. 

In effect, the administration is saying that these tasks, each one monumental in its own right, 
should be Russia’s job as the sheriff overseeing the stability of the western Levant and 
preventing a region-shaking conflict between the Israelis and Iranians. This may seem to be the 
best of bad options for the administration, and indeed the Obama administration deserves equal 
blame for creating the conditions that allowed Iran to entrench itself in Syria, but it remains a 
gamble to make. The Russians do not have anywhere near as pervasive a presence on the ground 
in Syria as Iran does, and perhaps most important, Russia does not have incentives to break with 
Iran in Syria if Russia wants to maintain a hassle-free administration of its growing air and naval 
bases in western Syria. Over time, Russia and Iran may contest each other for exclusive control 
over the Assad government, although for the time being they remain allies committed to ending 
the war with a victory for Bashar al-Assad.69  

This situation is likely to unfold in a way to frustrate the objective to reform the Syrian military 
and security services as written by the House in the No Assistance for Assad Act and Caesar 
Civilian Protection Act of 2017. The Committee, House, and the broader Congress should also 
be aware that the conditions that could meet the objectives for reforming the Syrian military and 
security forces that are set out in those two Acts would likely be the result of Russia making the 
determination that it wants to unlock significant reconstruction funding for Syria, but that means 
that Russia’s power to shape the future of Syria is reinforced not diminished. This policy also 
means that the United States is in a position in which it is dependent on Russia to both stage-
manage a transition away from Bashar al-Assad, and to diminish Iran’s presence in Syria.  
 
The administration, and the Congress, have been uneven in recognizing this fact, and recently 
senior administration officials have even gone so far to state that the new U.S. policy is informed 
by their assessment that Russia cannot advance these Geneva goals.70 Not being present in 
western Syria in a meaningful way, the United States is now pursuing a strategy through 
sanctions, indefinite military presence, and refusal to support international reconstruction 
assistance for the Assad government that is designed to pressure Russia to force Assad’s 
departure and the withdrawal of Iran. This strategy might work, but the U.S. government should 
be transparent with the American people that the process of putting enough pressure on Russia to 
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remove Assad and to get Iran and its proxies out of Syria will take years, perhaps more than a 
decade.  
 
Under those conditions, the U.S. military and financial commitment to Syria would be on a time 
scale resembling its commitment to Afghanistan. That reality should be stated clearly to the 
American people. A key consideration for U.S. policy is whether there is an actual time scale 
that is acceptable to the United States, especially for Congress and the American people, through 
which U.S. actions can put pressure on Russia to stage manage the transition from the Assad 
government and its security regime and force the withdrawal of the IRGC-QF and its associated 
forces from Syria.  
 
Deterring and diminishing Iran in Syria and the western Levant and preventing a larger Israeli-
Iranian conflict 
 
The western Levant is the area of the Middle East where the IRGC-QF’s expeditionary 
capabilities are the most well developed, and it is also the part of the region that is the most 
likely to trigger a region-wide conflict.71 As a result of Iran’s expansion in western Syria over the 
course of the Syrian conflict, and Lebanese Hezbollah’s large mobilization of fighters and 
deployment to Lebanese-Syrian border regions, western Syria has effectively become strategic 
depth for IRGC-QF linked forces against Israel in the next war between the two parties. Israel’s 
northern border, southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley, and western Syria have over the course 
of the Syrian war become one theater of conflict.72  

The IRGC-QF’s steady entrenchment in western Syria also allows it and its Hezbollah Network 
to have the potential to sustain missile volleys on the Israeli homeland from western Syria in the 
event of another war between Iran and Hezbollah and Israel. The position that the IRGC-QF has 
established in Syria could also allow it and its Hezbollah Network to sustain missile strikes into 
Israel even in in the event that the Israelis engaged in an invasion deep into Lebanon. In the 
worst-case scenario, the IRGC-QF’s presence could force an Israeli invasion all the way to 
Damascus to stop the missile barrages. And in the effort, this would likely force the Israelis to 
spark a larger-scale conflict with Iran in the Middle East.   

Between Iranian advisors and the Hezbollah network, at least tens of thousands of Iranian forces 
are garrisoned in Syria, including hundreds within close proximity to the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights.73 Further complicating the challenge from the IRGC-QF’s Hezbollah Network is the 
reality that the IRGC-QF is building an entire parallel structure within the Assad government’s 
security forces that is modeled on Iran’s basij militia system for local homeland defense, or 
Iraq’s Hashd Shaabi system. This parallel security structure is directed by high-ranking officers 
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with the Assad regime’s security and intelligence services, and this corresponds with evidence 
that the IRGC-QF has gained strong influence over the decision-making of a segment of the 
Ba’ath deep state that supports Bashar al-Assad.   

Part of the difficulty that come from the challenges of the western Levant is that they require 
deterring Iran’s ability to use this area of the Middle East to apply massive strategic pressure on 
Israel, while simultaneously diminishing the IRGC-QF’s presence in the western Levant. The 
administration’s policy to date, particularly as it pertains to the civil war in western Syria, has not 
created the conditions that would either deter Iran from building a military infrastructure in 
western Syria, or diminish it by forcing the withdrawal of Iranian and Hezbollah Network forces.  

Recommendations for Congress and the U.S. Government 
 
U.S. policy toward Syria, at least for the time being, is becoming more sharply focused, even as 
the end state goals in Syria for this policy to be considered successful are still not being 
explicitly stated by the U.S. government. The administration and Congress should take the 
opportunity to be honest with the American people about what the end state goal is for the 
United States in Syria as the policy is currently constituted – which is regime change. The 
administration, by linking the withdrawal of U.S. forces in Syria to the irreversible advancement 
of the Geneva process and the implementation of UNSCR 2254, is committing itself to a policy 
of regime change. The House, by incorporating language in the No Assistance for Assad Act and 
Caesar Syrian Civilian Protection Act of 2017 that calls for the reformation of the Syrian 
military and security services and for the immediate transition to democratic government in Syria 
that respects the rule of law, human rights, and peaceful coexistence with its neighbors, is also in 
effect seeking regime change in Syria. If this is the policy of the U.S. government, then I 
respectfully recommend that at every opportunity, the administration and the Congress express in 
clear language to the American people that U.S. troops and other U.S. public servants will not be 
brought back from Syria – with all the associated costs that this policy will entail both in terms of 
the potential cost of U.S. lives and taxpayer dollars – until Bashar al-Assad and the security 
regime that supports him is no longer in power, which could take many years.   
 
The Committee, the House, and the broader Congress has an opportunity to engage in active and 
frequent oversight over U.S. and coalition partner programs that are being managed by the 
United States government in the U.S. zone of control in northern and eastern Syria. So long as 
the United States government is committed to an indefinite U.S. presence on the ground in Syria 
for the purpose of stabilizing post-ISIS areas, Congressional oversight should include the 
broadest range of topics that are relevant to stabilization operations. These should include 
programs related to: providing humanitarian assistance; providing security and establishing 
mechanisms for peace and conflict resolution, good governance and public administration; 
supporting nascent Syrian civil society; and rehabilitating civilian and critical infrastructure. Of 
special interest to this Committee, the House, and Congress should be oversight over U.S. 
government and Coalition programs that promote good governance and inclusivity in the 
administration of the areas controlled by the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria. 
These programs are vital to ensuring that the legacy of the United States and its coalition partners 
in Syria has built a local governance and administration in post-ISIS areas that is 
democratic, inclusive, and compatible with the principles laid out in the Geneva process and 
UNSCR 2254 and in line with the objective of supporting a democratic Syria as expressed by the 



	

House in the No Assistance for Assad Act and Caesar Syrian Civilian Protection Act of 2017. 
This process of oversight should begin as soon as possible, and due to the innovative nature of 
the U.S. government effort to stabilize post-ISIS areas in Syria from the bottom-up, as recently 
explained by Mr. McGurk, could include public and classified hearings of U.S. government 
officials who are responsible for overseeing and implementing stabilization projects on the 
ground inside Syria.74  
 
As the Assad government and its allies are engaged in a shadow war to undermine the U.S.-led 
coalition presence in northern and eastern Syria, and to foment instability that threatens the SDF 
and its adjutant forces, and seeks to hinder stabilization programs that support local communities 
so that they can function outside of the control of the Assad government in Damascus, the U.S 
government should develop a clear strategy to counter these efforts to frustrate and potentially 
reverse gains in the stabilization effort. These efforts could also result in attacks and kidnapping 
attempts against U.S. and coalition personnel, local partner forces, and the employees of local 
and foreign non-government agencies that contribute to our stabilization mission in Syria. The 
Committee, the House, and the broader Congress should request that the administration and 
relevant U.S. military and government agencies formulate a strategy to counter Assad’s shadow 
war against the coalition, the SDF, and international and local partners of the Coalition that are 
engaged in the stabilization effort in northern and eastern Syria.  
 
Current U.S. policy in Syria, as has been recently defined by the administration, is dependent on 
an enduring agreement between the United States and Turkey in Syria. The recent appointment 
of Ambassador James Jeffrey, who was formerly the United States ambassador in Ankara and is 
widely regarded as one of the nation’s preeminent experts on Turkey, as the State Department’s 
Representative for Syria Engagement, belies this fact. Further, the current U.S. government 
policy to link the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria to the irreversible advancement of the 
Geneva process and the implementation of UNSCR 2254 is dependent on a viable Syrian 
opposition governance structure that is present on the ground inside of Syria. Without the 
Turkish zone of control in northwest Syria there would be no territory inside Syria for a credible, 
alternate governance and administration system to the Assad government to be established, 
except in the areas controlled by the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria which is 
not popular with large segments of the Syrian opposition movement. Putting aside the significant 
issues between the United States and Turkey that are not directly concerned with Syria, there are 
still considerable challenges related to U.S.-Turkish cooperation in Syria. The Committee, the 
House, and the broader Congress should seek out greater clarification from the administration on 
how it will encourage U.S.-Turkish cooperation in Syria while protecting the gains that have 
been made in the counter-ISIS campaign by the U.S.-led coalition and the SDF and in the 
program to provide stabilization in post-ISIS areas of Syria working with the Self Administration 
of Northern and Eastern Syria. The Committee should request a report from relevant U.S. 
agencies concerning whether the Turkish military and its Syrian rebel partner forces have 
committed activities during Operation Olive Branch that violated the spirit of the Caesar Syrian 
Civilian Protection Act of 2017. 
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There is evidence that the United Nations, due to the nature of the conflict and its proclivity to 
work through Damascus, is serving as a proxy for the Assad government’s interests in Syria. 
Numerous think tanks, NGOs and journalists have reported on the UN’s lack of neutrality when 
it comes to the Syrian Conflict, especially the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP).75 Put 
bluntly, the U.N. should not be considered a neutral actor in the Syrian conflict and U.S. funding 
for U.N. operations in Syria has been used by the Assad government to purchase assistance for 
areas under its control, while over the course of 2018 consistently failing to provide 
humanitarian access to besieged, opposition-run de-escalation zones. It can also be argued that 
U.S. funding for U.N. operations in Syria helps the Assad government circumvent U.S. sanctions 
directed against it and Syrian persons that part of or close to its security regime. These 
circumstances make continued U.S. funding for U.N. operations in Syria against the intention of 
both the No Assistance to Assad Act and the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act of 2017. The 
Committee, the House, and the broader Congress should hold public hearings with officials from 
relevant U.S. government agencies, the U.S. mission to the U.N., relevant U.N. officials, and 
representatives of U.S.-based and international NGOs that operate in Syria to determine the 
extent to which U.S. assistance to U.N. operations in Syria support the Assad government and 
allow it to circumvent U.S. sanctions. If in the course of its oversight role the Congress finds that 
U.S. support for U.N. operations in Syria assists the Assad government to violate the human 
rights of its people and circumvent U.S. sanctions, Congress should strongly consider redirecting 
future U.N. appropriations earmarked for Syria to funding for U.S. and coalition partner 
programs for the stabilization of Syria in areas that are not controlled by the Assad government 
and its associated forces.  
 
There are currently hundreds of thousands of internally displaced people seeking shelter in areas 
of Syria that are under the control of the Self Administration of Northern and Eastern Syria or 
under the control of the U.S. military and coalition partner forces in the al-Tanf zone, specifically 
the al-Rukban camp. These IDP populations are highly vulnerable and there is strong evidence 
that their needs are being underserviced, which is a threat not only to the lives and human 
security of the residents of these camps, it creates conditions for ISIS to use for recruitment. The 
Committee, the House, and the broader Congress should conduct hearings with relevant U.S. 
government officials, international and local humanitarian relief organizations, and outside 
experts to determine how the United States government and coalition partners can better serve 
the needs of these IDPs in areas directly under U.S. and coalition control. If found to be 
appropriate, the Congress should carefully consider increasing funds earmarked for addressing 
the needs of these IDP populations in areas directly under U.S. and coalition control.  
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