Israel Defense – Monday, October 15th 2018

Syria – Not a Dull Moment

The land is still burning in Syria – Rebels fighting the regime, the super-powers involvement, raising conflict between Israel and Iran – all the actors are still on the Syrian field. A special report on the status of the disintegrating state.
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The events in Syria are ongoing, one after the other and in an ever-increasing trend line. All this in spite of the cease fire declaration in this war torn land. We will look at the various aspects of the happenings in Syria – from the escalation up north, rocket fire to the Golan and the IDF's retaliation attacks in Syria.

All the information that is brought to you in this article is based of Syrian opposition websites as well as other sources that follow all that is happening in this state. These websites use "good" sources including reports given on the ground. 
The war is not over
The war in Syria is still not over. The different forces that are active in Syria are participating in the fighting all across the state. The regime has started a new campaign in recent days focused on the region North of Hometz and down South of Hamat. This is all done after the regime has finished clearing the Damascus basin area (the "Outa"). It is conducted according to the methods we are used to, blocking off significant roads that lead to the fighting areas, and the bombings by Syrian air force bombers and helicopters accompanied by artillery shelling on different destinations in towns and cities in the area. The attacks are causing massive casualties to civilian population as well as causing substantive environmental damage. The Syrian regime is doing all of this in order to force the opposition parties to sign a surrender agreement, under Russian supervision, in the same way that it had been doing in other parts of the state as a major retaking effort.

Arial attacks are being performed by Syrian planes taking off from Shairat base (which was attacked by the US due to the chemical attacks on April 2014), as well as naval helicopters that were enlisted after all of the air force helicopters were destroyed. These helicopters drop explosive barrels on civilian neighborhood that don’t serve as any necessary military targets.

The demands from the opposition as part of the negotiation is to submit all heavy weapons they might have and leave the northern parts of Syria along with any civilians that live in the area in the same manner as the opposition members in the Damascus basin area did. The young people will be forced to enlist to the regime's military and the rest will have to decide whether to join the military's reserve duty or the Russian operated police force, in order to activate the governmental institutions in the area. The ones behind this strategy are the Russians, who gave the rebel forces three options: reconciliation, forced displacement or inhalation by bombing.

A similar event occurred on April with the rebel forces from the "Brigade of Islam" (Jaysh al-Islam), which were operating in the Qalamun mountains area on Lebanon's border. They agreed to give up their intermediate and heavy arms to the regime's forces, raising many questions as to the reasons for not using the weapons against the regime's forces, especially during the recent fighting in eastern Damascus Basin, and to handing the weapons fully functional and not destroying them beforehand. According to the publications (which include video footage), hundreds of tons of ammunition was delivered to the regime's forces, including American anti-tank "TOW" missiles, as well as several tanks. More important is the handing over of ground to ground missiles, including M-600 missiles which were found in the hands of the rebels. These missiles were manufactured by the Center for Scientific Research (also known as CERS), in its missiles factory near Halab. The missile has a warhead carrying 500 kilograms of explosives, and has two versions, one with the range of 170 kilometers and the other with a range of 250 kilometers. 

According to the opposition, these missiles were seized by the "Brigade of Islam" on April 2014, when they took control over the area of Abu Shamat in the Syrian Desert, north east of Damascus, where 80 missiles were hidden in tunnels, previously holding the Syrian chemical weapons which was handed over to international entities for destruction in 2013-2014. According to the same sources, 18 of those missiles found in Abu Shamat were transferred to the area of Qalamun mountains, had their names changed to "Islam 5". Four of those missiles were launched towards regime targets. The regime has retaken the area of Abu-Shamat and retrieved 62 of the rockets that had remained in the tunnels. Up until now, 14 of the remaining rockets held by the "Brigade of Islam" that have not been destroyed until this point have been returned. 

This case raises doubts in regards to the reliability of UN sources that have dealt with the Syrian chemical disarmament. These sources have stated that all chemical weapon production and storage facilities have been closed off and were sealed with red wax, while in fact the regime has used these same facilities to hide rockets and maybe even more than that. 

Southern Syria has not been removed from the chessboard. Even though a ceasefire agreement had been achieved in July 2017 (For the Da'ra province), one that had the united states and Russia as signatories to, Syrian planes have continued bombing opposition targets in the area of Tel-Hara and Da'ra (these attacks brought many civilian casualties and wounded. Looking closer to the Golan: Syrian opposition forces in Quanetra have been raiding and resting Hezbollah cells in the villages.

According to Syrian human right organizations, in the last four months since the beginning of 2018, 3,812 civilians have been killed in Syria, most by regime bombings and Russian attacks, and during the month of April alone 408 civilians have been killed, among them 43 children. The numbers keep on rising.  

In the beginning of the month of May 2018, the "Syrian democratic forces" (SDF or QSD  -local militias that are made out of Kurd, Assyrian, Turkman, Circassians and others that operate in the North-Eastrern part of Syria against IS and the Tachrir-El-Sham organization which has ties to El-Qaida) has announced that it will begin a new campaign against the remaining active forces of ISIS that are operating in Dir-El-Zur, in order to retake the pockets of remaining IS territory that are mainly along the joint Iraq border. The Syrian Democratic Forces are working in cooperation with the ally forces that are active in the area (United States and other western allies) and even expect the cooperation from their Iraqi counterparts. All this activity is happening while ISIS affiliates have been working in the western side of the Prat River in Syria against various targets. It should be mentioned that the Iraqi have recently alerted their aircrafts to attack ISIS targets in Syria, on the border, in coordination with the western coalition lead by the United States and supposedly coordinated with the Syrian side as well.
The Superpowers in Syria

It seems that the pressure on president Trump, both from within and from outside forces, has caused the United States to change its decision and not pull back its forces in Syria at this point. This massage had been conveyed by the United States secretary of defense, James Metis, at the end April 2018, while he was explaining the increase in ISIS operational activity in the region. The secretary of defense has even stated that the United States is acting to bring more forces from neighboring countries into the region, in order to assist it in fighting IS. The French chief of defense staff has issued the massage that his forces will remain in the region alongside the United States in order to complete their mission. 

It should be noted that according to various sources the United States is troubled by two factors on the ground: the first, ongoing activity of Turkish forces that have invaded the north-western Syrian region of Afrin in January 2018. These forces along with the Free Syrian Army have been working against local Kurdish forces and plan to move eastward due to their successes so far. This might cause a clash with the American forces that are operating in the area. According to various commentators, the American decision to remain in Syria, among other things, derives from the Turkish activity against Kurd forces that are backed by the US.

Turkey's president, Arduran, has even stated that the United States supports a terrorist military and that this act is aimed to harm Turkey. The Americans are afraid that the Turkish activity might harm its efforts in fighting ISIS, efforts that are backed by Kurdish forces that wish to aid their brothers fighting the Turks, and that the joint efforts should be focused on eliminating ISIS and not fighting the Kurds in Syria.

The Turks, in their defense, claim that they are fighting against ISIS, this in spite of no known ISIS forces operating in the targeted area. It should be noted that even in NATO, which Turkey is a part of, they are not satisfied with Turkey's involvement in Syria. Especially Germany, which has sold Turkey its "Leopard" tanks, which are being used to massacre the Kurdish fighters that are fighting against the Turks.

The Turkish decision to move east was accompanied by a demand from the Untied States to recall its forces from the Kurdish city of Nbj' which is adjacent to the Turkish border with Syria, which the Americans were not willing to do. Even more so, the United States has increased its forces in the area in an attempt to block any Turkish movement. If the Turks should decide to move forward with their plans we might witness a clash between two NATO member forces. This will add to the already "chilly" relationship between the two states (following the failed attempt of a cue against Arduran in 2016).

Washington and NATO are worried about the possibility of Turkey purchasing S-400 BMD systems. The Turkish activities have raised quite a few brows among political circles in Washington, which ask if Turkey is truly an ally of the United States? It might very well be that the Americans will eventually persuade the Turkish Sultan to change direction and prevent an escalation that both parties don't wish for. 

The second factor that poses as a problem to the Americans as well as regional actors (including Israel), is the possibility that advanced BMD systems (S-300) would be deployed in Syria, that would challenge their aerial capabilities in the Syrian arena. The Americans have detected EMSO against drones it operates in Syria, supposedly by forces that are opposed to this activity. According to secretary Metis, the United States cannot accurately pinpoint who is behind this activity: the Russians, Iranians or Syrians. 

The Russians, on their part, are leading a vague policy after announcing that due to the western strikes on the chemical weapon facilities in Syria, they intend to hand out advanced BMD systems to the Syrians. This in spite of the fact that recent reports from the field stated that numerous Russian carriers with (supposedly military) equipment has recently entered the Tartarus port, which as it is well known is used by the Russians and therefor it is unclear what type of equipment has been brought and for whom it is for (the Syrians or the Russians).

This topic has led to a clash between Russian and western (lead by the United States) intelligence forces, whereas the Russians tried to hide the cargo of these ships using smokescreens against cameras and other electro-optic devices, and the western intelligence forces were working on deciphering this riddle.

It might very well be that prior attempts of attacking these bases have brought the Russians to increase their aerial defense forces in both the port and other naval bases. It has been identified that a number of SA-22 systems (S-1 Panzir) have been brought to these sites. Another newly arrived system is the S-2 Panzir, that has been recently deployed in Syria around Hamat, and with it Iranian experts. This might have been in preparation to protect against possible strikes in the future and due to attacks on various Iranian compounds in Syria that have been attributed to Israel. This has been revealed due to a car accident in which one of the drivers was a drunken Russian solider.

Another Russian-related event was the shooting of the SU-30SM plane in Syria that took off from Khmeimim airbase. It was shot down over the Mediterranean, killing the two pilots. The official Russian message attributed the plane's fall to a mechanical failure brought by a bird collision, and yet experts have hypostasized that the accident was due to human error of the pilots and not a mechanical failure.
More in the Russian field: the arrival of Russian "volunteers" to Syria with flights from South-West Russia continues. These are most likely members of the "Wagner Group" of mercenaries, assisting the Syrian regime. The Russian authorities claim that these do not belong to the official Russian forces operating within Syria. We remind you that only recently, a joint Russian-Syrian force attempted to overtake a territory under Kurdish control in east Syria with oil reserves, and encountered heavy American resilience, losing a few hundred of its fighters.     

A recent discovery from a website of opposition forces reveals that the maritime Russian force which is currently at Tartus port, had requested an escort ship from the Syrian navy, in order to use it as a moving target for its exercises which take place near the Syrian coast.  The Syrians did indeed hand over the ship, a "Petya" model, which was active in the Syrian navy, and explained that it is no longer under service. The Russians used it in their training, during which the ship was drowned, with Syria's knowledge and approval. The source sees this story as a failure, as the ship could have been operational and used for many more years in the Syrian navy.

Iranian Activity – Not just the Military Perspective

According to different reports from the state, Iran has been leading in Syria a crusade of religious preaching and conversion to Shia in the local populations. This is done by bringing Shi’ite preachers to Syria that use lectures, prayers and tears; a Shi’ite religious conversion quest across Syria.   
This began with the end of the fighting in ruined Syrian towns.  There and then, cries for vengeance where heard and black flags were flying atop of mosques. The Shi’ite militias, which were brought to Syria by Iran, started building ḥosayniyas (religious Shi’ite buildings) that were meant to hold religious and educational activities, and to be a place to preach about Shi’a principles. Thus for example, with the end of fighting in the Damascus Basin, the Shi’ite preachers were the first ones in to the town Daraya. There they were looking for Al-Sayeda Sakina’s grave, Imam Ali’s daughter, to repair it and pray there. Thus they declared victory over the heretics and non-believers.
It is also reported that in the capital, Damascus, there is also religious activity, however quieter. This activity is meant to get the residents of Damascus to see the holiness in their great mosque, the Umayyad Mosque – which was once the central mosque for Syrian Sunnis. Now there are activities to turn it into a center for Shi’ites.
Additionally, pictures of the religious activities run by the Shi’ite preachers have started spreading through social media. These pictures are being shared mostly in the coastal districts and the districts of Aleppo and Homs which were returned to government control. In these areas there have also been an increase in Shi’ite activity in which activists preach and convince parents to send their children to classes on Shi’ism. Let it be noted that in these districts Shi’ites are the minority and these acts point to clear intentions to convert the Sunni and Alawites.
According to Syrian Observers, the Shi’ite educational programs and social media blitz, brainwash the children and infiltrate their minds with vengeance. There are those that view this as a war waged by Iran against Sunni Muslims. Similar activity has been reported in Syrian prisons.

This effort to build and fix Shi’ite religious centers, operates with the support of officials in the Syrian regime and high ranking officers in the Syrian Arab Army who became war heroes during the civil conflict. According to different sources (mostly the opposition) Iran tells Syrian officials to rewrite Syrian history to fit their agenda.
According to the Opposition, the objective of this activity is to convince the citizens to join the Iranian militias in return for material and military promises. In Deir ez-Zor for example, Hezbollah offices have sprung up. Their job, on one hand, is to preach to the people, and on the other hand it is to raise funds and volunteers to join their ranks (especially those in need of money). Hezbollah gives its volunteers around 50,000 Syrian Liras (110 USD) a month, allowing them to stay where they live, arms them and gives them military responsibilities. 

The Iranian preachers work in the ruined Syrian towns, with most of their population gone, and offer the remaining local population to accept Shi’ism. All of this is done with the cooperation of the Syrian regime. It is easier for the Iranian missionaries to express their power and achieve their goals in places more loyal to the government (i.e. Damascus).

It is important to point out that the education programs and building ḥosayniyas indicate a long term plan – to convert the entire Syrian population to Shi’ism. In the long term, this is a danger for the Sunnis. It is also a danger for Israel. It should be pointed out that in Yemen; the Iranians are trying to move the relatively moderate Shi’ite population to the more extreme Iranian Shi’ism.
Leaning towards the White House

The situation in Syria has not yet settled. Fighting continues in the different districts of the country, while also including terror attacks against the regime, claiming lives and causing many injuries. Everyone is still active in the fighting- the regime, the superpowers, the opposition, ISIS factions which are still active from now and then, the Turks, Kurds and Israel as well. Israel is attributed with attacks directed at Iranian targets, as part of Israel's declared policy of not allowing Iranian military presence on Syrian land. 

This status report does not foresee an optimistic future for Syria and its residents, some of whom were forced to leave their homes and become refugees within their own country, or outside of it, while the regime worked to prevent those who left from returning. The presence and activity of the different elements on its land, is turning Syria, according to Syrian commentators, into a battlefield for the battles of others which do not always concern Syria. For example, there is a growing fear in Syria these days, of an inevitable conflict between Israel and Iran that will take place on its land. The battle torn country has become a long and unending battlefield, preventing normal everyday life, and forcing its citizens to live a life of poverty and migration.

Syrian commentators see the current situation of their country as the beginning of a new and important era within the Syrian crises, in which a war will wage between Israel and Iran on Syrian land. According to the commentators, this war will determine the fate of Iran and Syria as a whole. From Iran's perspective, leaving Syria might mean the end of their involvement, both political and religious, in the whole area, as well as the elimination of the terror groups they operate (that are led by Hezbollah). 

As far as Syria is concerned, such a war might divide the country. It will lead to the involvement of superpowers and hence- to the decision that dividing up the country is the best solution. According to commentators, Iran will also prefer the division of the country with its ethnic situation, as they could remain in the Alawi area on the Syrian coast, and under the protection of their allies, the Russians. The commentators offer a possibility of the West using Iran as a tool for dividing Syria, and that Israel wishes to do the same, and might even, as part of a conflict with Iran, conquer more parts of Syria, while arguing that the thing is necessary for Israel's security facing the Iranian threat. 

According to the commentators (and perhaps according to their wishes as well) the last word will be said by the United States, and its current leader. They might be right, and they might not be, but we're all hoping that if that's the case, it might prevent a new war in the area, one in which Israel will need to face Iran, and probably Hezbollah as well. 

It has already been said that there is no dull moment in the Middle East, let alone in Syria.  
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