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THE ATLANTIC COUNCIL

Driven by its mission of “shaping the global future together,” the Atlantic Council is a nonpartisan organization
that galvanizes US leadership and engagement in the world, in partnership with allies and partners, to shape
solutions to global challenges. The council provides an essential forum for navigating the dramatic economic and
political changes defining the twenty-first century by informing and galvanizing its uniquely influential network of
global leaders. The Atlantic Council — through the papers it publishes, the ideas it generates, the future leaders
it develops, and the communities it builds — shapes policy choices and strategies to create a more free, secure,
and prosperous world.

THE MIDDLE EAST INSTITUTE

Founded in 1946, the Middle East Institute (MEI) is America’s leading nonpartisan policy and cultural
institute focused on the Middle East. Based in Washington, DC, and working at the intersection of policy,
education, and culture, MEI is a trusted convener of Middle East experts and officials, fostering dialogue
between diverse stakeholders.

THE EUROPEAN INSTITUTE OF PEACE

The European Institute of Peace is an independent body that works with a broad range of local and
international actors, including the European Union, United Nations, national governments, regional bodies
and non-state actors, armed groups, and civil society to design and deliver sustainable peace processes.

It provides practical experience, technical expertise, and policy advice on conflict resolution. The Institute
combines the operational flexibility of an independent organization with the diplomatic reach associated with
its board and proximity to the EU and to European states. It provides a safe space for sensitive discussions,
bringing unlikely combinations of people together for well-informed, discreet meetings that generate ideas
and catalyze practical proposals and policies.

Cover photo: Syrian man waves the independence-era Syrian flag over crowds at Umayyad Square in Damascus, Dec.
11, 2024. Photo by Murat Sengul/Anadolu via Getty Images.



THE SYRIA STRATEGY PROJECT

The Syria Strategy Project (SSP) is a joint initiative between the Atlantic Council, the Middle East Institute,

and the European Institute of Peace that has aimed to consult and collaborate with subject-matter experts,
policymakers, and stakeholders in Syria, across the Middle East, Europe, and the United States in order to
develop a realistic and holistic vision to sustainably resolve Syria’s crisis. Over the past year, the SSP has worked
with at least 100 experts, as well as all de facto Syrian stakeholders, more than 20 governments, the United
Nations, and international non-governmental organizations. Participants gathered to discuss, debate, develop,
and refine a comprehensive policy approach to Syria’s crisis, political transition, as well as a path toward
recovery, peace, and integration into the international community.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

For more than a decade, Syria’s crisis has caused unimaginable suffering inside the country and a constant
stream of strategically significant negative spillover effects across the Middle East and globally. For much of that
time, the conflict has appeared too intense, too complex, and too intertwined in geopolitics to be resolved, with
the international community choosing to prioritize managing and containing the symptoms rather than seeking
to resolve their root causes. For all intents and purposes, Syria fit the definition of a stubbornly intractable crisis.

However, that all changed in late 2024, when armed opposition groups in Syria’s northwest launched a sudden
and unprecedentedly sophisticated and disciplined offensive that captured Aleppo and triggered an implosion
of Bashar al-Assad’s regime. In the space of 10 days, Assad’s rule collapsed like a house of cards, dealing Iran’s
role in Syria a crippling blow and significantly weakening Russia’s influence too. Since Dec. 9, 2024, an interim
government in Damascus has taken shape, dominated by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and a coalition of its Syrian
opposition allies.

Despite the controversial history of HTS and the extremely complex set of domestic challenges it now faces,

the early policy steps, public messaging, and behavior from Syria’s interim government have been encouraging.
A National Dialogue and conference have been held; broad committees have been established to frame a
constitutional declaration; and a transitional government and parliament are to be announced in weeks. Outside
the country, the international community has moved quickly to engage, recognizing the historic opportunity

to reshape Syria, at the heart of the Middle East, for the first time in more than half a century. Dozens of
governments and international organizations have traveled to Damascus to establish relations and dialogue with
Syria’s new authorities.

Ultimately, engagement offers a far greater chance of influencing and directing the scope and direction of
change in Syria than the long-standing policy of isolation that confronted Assad’s regime. Today’s post-
Assad Syria remains extraordinarily fragile, with the debilitating effects of more than 13 years of civil conflict
ever present. While the prospect of reunifying the country appears to be the most potent point of national
consensus in Syria, malign and destabilizing actors remain active, including ISIS, Iran, and perhaps most
dangerously, pro-Assad loyalists.

Syria’s transition must be provided the breathing space to succeed. Progress will take time and almost certainly
be imperfect. Continued instability and uncertainty is nearly guaranteed. But if the historic opportunity provided
by Assad’s departure is to be realized, Syria will require help — principally in the form of sanctions relief.
Regional governments stand poised to strategically invest, rebuild, and do the heavy lifting, but they cannot
while existing US sanctions remain in place.

For the first time in many years, Syria has a chance to recover and reintegrate into the international system. If
the US, Europe, the Middle East, and other stakeholders embrace the right approach, support the right policies,
and encourage Syria’s transition to move in the appropriate directions, the world will benefit — and Syrians will
find peace. The work of the Syria Strategy Project and the considerable policy recommendations herein present
a realistic and holistic vision for realizing that goal.



Photo above: Syrians in Lebanon flock to the Masnaa border crossing point between Lebanon and Syria on Dec. 8, 2024. Photo by Murat
Sengul/Anadolu via Getty Images.

Introduction and
Methodology

This report is the result of intensive joint efforts

by the Atlantic Council, the Middle East Institute,
and the European Institute of Peace, which have
been collaborating since March 2024 on the Syria
Strategy Project (SSP). At its core, the project has
involved an intensive process of engagement with
subject-matter experts and policymakers in the
United States, Europe, and across the Middle East
to develop a realistic and holistic strategic vision to
sustainably resolve Syria’s crisis. This process, held
almost entirely behind closed doors, incorporated
Syrian experts, Syrian civil society members and
organizations, and Syrian stakeholders at every step.

This is the project’s first major publication and one
of several products and initiatives aimed at providing
policy options that would help resolve Syria’s

crisis and inspire action to promote a prosperous,
stable, and democratic future for the country. Each
organization brings to the project a different scope
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and unique set of strengths, but all are focused on
creating a sounding board for practical and grounded
policy conversations on Syria.

To shape and channel the SSP’s efforts, the
Atlantic Council, the Middle East Institute, and

the European Institute of Peace mobilized a
strategic advisory group composed of highly
experienced former officials who were consulted
throughout the engagement process to ensure
policy recommendations remained focused and
realistic. This report’s recommendations emerged
from six distinct working groups involving more
than 100 experts. Over the course of a year, these
groups worked intensively on policy issues within
their respective areas: accountability and security-
sector reform, humanitarian aid, economic recovery,
security, governance, and the political process.

Throughout the process, the Atlantic Council,
the Middle East Institute, and the European
Institute of Peace worked to ensure broad Syrian
engagement and to identify Syrian scholars

to prepare a series of strategic policy briefs



relevant to key and timely topics. In total, the
SSP conducted 30 working group roundtables, 9
focus group discussions, and over 40 interviews.
To ensure wide participation, most of the working
group roundtables and interviews took place
virtually. A majority of the focus group discussions
were held on the ground in locations across Syria,
reflecting the breadth of the country’s diversity.
Two focus group discussions were conducted
virtually due to restrictions caused by the
security situation. Engagements with the different
stakeholders took place virtually and in person

in cities including Washington, Brussels, Doha,
Riyadh, Damascus, Latakia, Aleppo, Suwayda,
Salamiyah, Paris, and Munich. Participants in the
focus group discussions represented different
ethnic and religious backgrounds covering all 14
Syrian governorates.

Preventing Syria’s Collapse
Through a Representative
Political Process

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime on Dec. 8, 2024,
marked a turning point in Syria’s modern history.
Predictably, the aftermath has been characterized
by a complex and fragmented political landscape.
Despite the efforts of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS),
the armed group that led the coalition to topple
Assad, to command full legitimacy, governance in
Syria remains a contentious and evolving process.
Various actors — both domestic and international —
are maneuvering to shape the country’s transition,
making the political process highly dynamic and
fraught with challenges.

The collapse of the Assad regime left a power
vacuum that was quickly filled by a patchwork of
governance structures, most organized by HTS.

In some regions, remnants of the former regime’s
bureaucracy continue to function under transitional
authorities, while in others, newly established

local governance bodies seek to assert control.
Meanwhile, ad hoc governance structures in

northeast Syria continue to function independently
from Damascus. The partial collapse of the central
government has led to inconsistencies in policy
implementation, law enforcement, and basic
service provision, further complicating Syria’s path
toward stability.

The effectiveness of the transitional process
supported by the United Nations has always

been hindered by competing interests among
domestic and foreign stakeholders, leaving it less
relevant to the post-Assad political process. While
the core principles of the political transition —
credible, inclusive, and non-sectarian governance
— remain the foundation of international efforts,
implementation has been slow. The primary
challenge is the lack of consensus on a new
governance model. Factions in northeastern,
western, and southern Syria continue to advocate
for a decentralized structure, while opposition rebels
are pushing for a strong central government to
prevent further fragmentation.

Regional and global powers, including the United
States, the European Union, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and
Turkey, will play a significant role in shaping Syria’s
political and governance trajectory, but deep divisions
persist. The Arab League has re-engaged with Syria,
promoting reconciliation efforts and advocating for
regional stability, while Western powers continue

to condition their support on concrete democratic
reforms and clear security guarantees. Since
President Donald Trump took office, a gap in vision
and action has begun to emerge between the US

and Europe. At the same time, Israel’s aggressive
efforts — such as carrying out strikes against

Syrian military assets across the country as well

as making provocative statements supporting
division and secession of its ethnic and religious
minorities — could further complicate attempts

at stabilization by inflaming regional tensions and
entrenching hostilities. These actions will antagonize
any representative government that will eventually
emerge in Damascus, fostering long-term resentment
that could push Syria closer to adversarial actors
rather than facilitating a sustainable and inclusive
regional order. Israel’s actions may also make it



impossible for HTS to further moderate and instead
empower its more radical elements.

The Syrian people, weary from over a decade of
conflict, demand tangible progress in governance
and economic recovery. However, rebuilding

the state while maintaining security remains a
formidable challenge. Local governance structures,
despite their limitations, have become crucial in
maintaining order and providing basic services.
Efforts to integrate these structures into a broader
national framework are underway, but political
rivalries and territorial disputes slow progress.

A major concern in the post-Assad era is the risk of
Syria’s fragmentation and return to civil war. Without
a strong central government in place that is capable
of exerting itself nationwide, various armed groups
remain reluctant to submit to the new authorities
and some have sought to assert control over
different regions, complicating attempts to unify the
country. The presence of extremist elements within
this dynamic further threatens the political process,
as reintegration and de-radicalization efforts remain
contentious topics among stakeholders.

The political process is also closely linked to
Syria’s economic recovery. Sanctions relief,
reconstruction aid, and foreign investment

are essential for rebuilding infrastructure and
restoring basic services. However, international
donors are hesitant to commit substantial
resources without clear assurances that
governance structures will remain inclusive,
corruption free, and, most importantly, stable.
Moreover, donors would like to assert that the
new Syria will not become a Salafi jihadist entity,
a terrorist safe haven, a revolution-exporting
state, a vassal for Turkey, or an overall source

of instability for the region. The transitional
authorities appear to have so far managed to
create a balance in their relations between Turkey
and Saudi Arabia, and to respond to concerns
from countries like Egypt, Jordan, and the
United Arab Emirates. The authorities have even
prioritized getting rid of Syria’s chemical weapons
stockpile as a show of goodwill to Western
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partners. Building on these successes, the interim
authorities must work to establish legal and
economic frameworks that encourage investment
while ensuring that aid does not reinforce the
power of armed groups or war profiteers.

Elections also remain a central pillar of the
transition, with the interim government having
proposed a four- to five-year timeline for
implementation — something that triggered concern
in the international community. However, in Syria,
many fear that premature elections could exacerbate
divisions rather than foster unity. The constitutional
drafting process that began under UN Security
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2254, aiming to
establish a legal foundation for future governance,
remains irrelevant. Meanwhile, challenges

persist around ensuring broad participation and
protecting minority rights in the newly established
processes. The international community has
emphasized the importance of transparency, civic
engagement, and legal accountability to prevent a
relapse into authoritarianism.

The governance situation in Syria today is in flux,
with transitional authorities attempting to navigate
a deeply fragmented landscape with extremely
minimal resources. While the fall of Assad has
opened the door for democratic aspirations, the
road ahead is fraught with uncertainty. The success
of Syria’s political process will depend on sustained
diplomatic engagement, domestic reconciliation
efforts, and the ability to create institutions that
can govern effectively. Without a comprehensive
and coordinated approach, Syria risks prolonged
instability and further regional spillover effects.
Actions taken in the coming months and years will
be crucial to determining whether the country can
emerge as a stable and democratic state or remain
mired in political and economic turmoil.

Principles

e The political shift that occurred in Damascus
on Dec. 8, 2024, presents an opportunity for
a renewed political process, supported by



and through the UN, that would establish a
national dialogue among Syria’s communities
and create a framework for how Syrians can
move forward toward a free and democratic
country through a representative electoral
and constitution drafting processes within a
defined timeline. A well-structured framework
with trust-building mechanisms can make this
process relevant and effective.

The ground reality in Syria has evolved since
the collapse of the Assad regime, making

the traditional regime-opposition framework
obsolete. While the architecture of UNSCR
2254 should be revised, its core principles

— credible, inclusive, and non-sectarian
governance, free and fair elections, and the
safe, voluntary return of refugees — must
remain intact to align with Syria’s democratic
aspirations.

Photo above: Members of Syria’s White Helmets civil defense service clearing rubble behind torn banner with Bashar al-Assad’s image in
Aleppo on Dec. 5, 20245. Photo by Omar Haj Kadour/AFP via Getty Images.

The process of bringing together warring
parties to a negotiation table to decide what
the future of the country will be and how

to get there will require strong, united, and
coordinated backing from regional and global
actors to ensure it retains direction and
impact. If international engagement with the
process is divided, collective bargaining will
prove impossible and Syrians’ democratic
aspirations may not be heard.

The US, EU, and regional countries that have
not engaged yet with the interim authorities
should re-establish diplomatic ties in order to
prevent state collapse and mitigate regional
security threats.

The United States and Europe must make clear,
inside of Syria and to all external actors, that a

unified, stable Syrian state represents the only

viable path forward.



Photo above: Syrian President Ahmed al-Sharaa speaks at the National Dialogue Conference in Damascus on Feb. 25, 2025. Photo by
Izzettin Kasim/Anadolu via Getty Images.
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Premature decentralization may fuel
secessionist tendencies and exacerbate pre-
existing divisions, tensions, and lines of distrust.
Instead, improving local governance can build
stability and trust at the community level.

Elections are an important pillar of the transition.

The transitional period should be time-

bound, governed by an interim constitutional
framework, and supported by a clear, public
roadmap. Strategic sequencing of the transition
is essential. Holding elections prematurely,
without the right political and legal framework,
risks undermining democratic progress.

Elections are a process, not an event. They
should uphold diversity and pluralism at both
local and national levels, taking place only
when democratic norms and rule of law are
established. A strong and capable Syrian state
would help ensure that Syria ceases to be a
land bridge for Iranian support to Hezbollah in
Lebanon and may help ease some of Israel’s
anxiety toward the new status quo in Syria.

Short- and Medium-Term Recommendations

The UN Security Council should adopt a resolution
outlining a new framework for the political
transition in Syria that would replace UNSCR
2254, while keeping its core principles. The new
resolution should create a new integrated mission
based in Damascus, allowing a renewed, more
targeted, and empowered UN engagement on
Syria. The mission’s political work would focus on
providing the interim government with technical
support for the transition and for governance.

The US, Europe, and regional countries should
establish a coordination mechanism that will
allow them to develop a common approach and to
engage directly with the Syrian interim authorities
to promote measures that will contribute to
regional and international stability while fulfilling
Syrians’ aspirations.

The US should re-establish diplomatic relations
with Syria and utilize its leverage, like sanctions and
foreign aid, to incentivize the interim authorities

to create representative governance capable



of improving living conditions nationwide and
preventing any further fragmentation of the country.

Building on the National Dialogue conference held
on Feb. 25, the interim authorities should organize
more inter-community dialogue sessions that
allow engagement between Syrians from different
areas at the local level, fostering reconciliation
and practical problem-solving.

Acknowledging the fragile balances both within
the interim government itself and across Syria’s
diverse social fabric, the interim government
should commit to gradual democratic reforms
that ensure broader political participation.
Additionally, it should announce a clear
transitional period timeline that leads to

free and fair elections, the drafting of a
constitutional declaration, and a permanent
constitution that represents the aspirations of
the Syrian people. Such bottom-up participation
can only be guaranteed through sustained
support for civil society groups, placing an
emphasis on civic rights, electoral awareness,
capacity building, strengthening local
governance, and adopting lessons learned from
successful transitions elsewhere.

International donors should invest in
governance-oriented education, training, and
capacity-building programs.

Syria’s interim government should preserve
existing state structures where possible and
utilize existing governing expertise, especially
among defectors from the military and the police
who were not involved in any bloodshed.

Syrian authorities should make a public
pledge to protect the fundamental rights
and freedoms of everyone, ensuring they
are free from discrimination. This includes
safeguarding the rights to freedom of
movement, assembly, and expression.

The US should carefully calibrate foreign
security assistance — including weapons
sales, training, defense infrastructure support,
and disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration (DDR) programs — to influence

Syria into countering Iranian influence,
cooperating on counterterrorism, and ending
Russia’s military presence. Given Syria’s
reliance on Soviet weapon systems, leveraging
these tools requires coordination with regional
partners (Turkey, Jordan, Israel) and ensuring
that incentives outweigh Syria’s potential
needs from Russia and Iran.

Long-Term Recommendations

Syria’s interim government should promote
local governance structures that embrace
power-sharing and representation in
different regions, ensuring autonomy on local
governance decisions.

Syria’s interim government should support an
inclusive constitutional drafting process that
guarantees equal rights for all Syrians, including
ethnic and religious groups.

International donors should condition
financial assistance on the establishment of
democratic institutions and economic reforms,
and they should ensure that reconstruction
funds are not monopolized by armed factions
or war profiteers.

Syria’s interim government should establish
legal frameworks to resolve disputes and
provide a form of compensation for land and
property confiscated, occupied, or destroyed
during the war.

Regional governments should encourage HTS
to publicly renounce extremist ideology and
integrate into a legitimate political process
and develop initiatives to reintegrate former
extremist fighters and prevent radicalization
among youth.

The United States should work with neighboring
states to prevent foreign influence from
destabilizing post-war Syria.

Syria’s interim government should determine

a representative and realistic national mode of
governance to work toward, through the lens of a
long-term political settlement for the country.
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e Syria’s interim government should break the
long-running cycle of inefficiency, corruption,
and security-heavy governance by moving
toward increasing levels of local authority over
decision making.

Addressing Syria’s Security
Challenges and Avoiding
Creating More

After nearly 14 years of civil conflict, the security
dynamics in Syria are extraordinarily complex, with
multiple ongoing and potential lines of hostility,
involving a wide range of internal and external state
and non-state actors. The degradation of traditional
state security structures and proliferation of

local, ethnic, sectarian, and tribal military factions
always made the prospect of peace and stability an
overwhelming consideration. However, with the fall
of the Assad regime, a central driver of division and
conflict has been removed from the equation and a
narrow window is now open, offering an opportunity
for de-escalation, demilitarization, reconciliation,
reunification, and, ultimately, recovery.

While an active DDR process is underway, it faces
considerable challenges in dealing with non-Syrian
fighters as well as armed factions in the south and
northeast. Despite progress in dissolving Syria’s
former armed forces through a process of registration
and settling of status, there are clear signs that
aregime loyalist insurgency may be developing.?
Having spent 2024 sustaining its own resurgence,?
the Islamic State (ISIS) looks poised to attempt

to exploit security vacuums and socio-political
uncertainty to sow more chaos and to resurge further.

1  Kinda Makieh and Suleiman al-Khalidi, “Syrian forces
search former Assad stronghold after suspected loyalist
attacks,” Reuters, March 4, 2025, https://www.reuters.com/
world/middle-east/syrian-forces-launch-sweep-assad-loyalists-
accused-attacks-2025-03-04/; see Syria Weekly for data (www.
syriaweekly.com).

2 “In 2024, ISIS’s Resurgence in Syria Began,” Syria Weekly,
January 6, 2025, https://www.syriaweekly.com/p/in-2024-isiss-
resurgence-in-syria.

12

Geopolitically, Syria has long represented an open
wound in the heart of the Middle East, exporting
instability and driving division in the region

and beyond. While much of the international
community has acknowledged the historic
opportunity that an effective and successful
transition in Syria could represent, there are
causes for concern. Iran’s losses resulting from
Assad’s departure are historic and potentially
game-changing, but any breakdown into civil
conflict will open the door for a malign Iranian
return. Israel has repeatedly declared its security
concerns vis-a-vis the interim government in
Damascus and acted upon them — carrying out
more than 600 airstrikes in December 2024,3
occupying new territory in the Golan Heights,*
conducting near-daily ground incursions, and
demanding the complete demilitarization of
southern Syria.® Turkey already has military
proposals on the table with Damascus that would
put it in a position to challenge or deter Israel’s
current freedom of maneuver in Syria.®

Meanwhile, Turkey’s long-standing hostility toward
the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)

in northeastern Syria may be resolved via a fresh
peace process with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK);” but if the SDF cannot be integrated into
the new Syria, some form of conflict will be all but

3 “Israel strikes missile depots, air defences in Syria’s
Tartous region,” Al Jazeera, December 16, 2024, https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2024/12/16/israel-strikes-missile-depots-
air-defences-in-syrias-tartus-region.

4 Jon Donnison, “Israel seizes Golan buffer zone after Syrian
troops leave positions,” BBC News, December 8, 2024, https://
www.bbc.com/news/articles/c77jrrxxn070.

5  Sebastian Usher, “Israel demands complete
demilitarization of southern Syria,” BBC News, February 24,
2025, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvgenz02(p8o.

6 Suleiman al-Khalidi, Maya Gebeilly and Khalil Ashawi,
“Exclusive: Syria’s Sharaa to discuss defense pact with Turkey’s
Erdogan, sources say,” Reuters, February 4, 2025, https://www.
reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-sharaa-discuss-defense-
pact-with-turkeys-erdogan-sources-say-2025-02-04/.

7 Ruth Michaelson, “Jailed Kurdish leader calls for PKK to
disarm - in shift that could shake up Turkey and the Middle East,”
The Guardian, February 27, 2025, https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2025/feb/27/pkk-leader-calls-on-kurdish-militant-
group-to-disarm-signalling-start-of-fragile-peace-with-turkey;
“Kurdish PKK militants declare immediate ceasefire,” Reuters,
March 1, 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/
kurdish-pkk-militia-says-it-will-heed-jailed-leaders-peace-call-
declare-2025-03-01/.
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Photo above: Russian military vehicles entering Khmeimim Airbase in Jabla, Latakia, on Dec. 15, 2024. Photo by Izettin Kasim/Anadolu

via Getty Images.

guaranteed.® The United States has a pivotal role to
play in this regard, having encouraged and actively
facilitated talks between the SDF and Syria’s interim
government since December 2024. The conclusion
of an SDF-Damascus agreement on March 10,

stipulating that the SDF would dissolve and integrate

into the Syrian state, was an extremely encouraging
development. Its implementation will prove key to
determining stability.

The US government, as well as international
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), could
also play an extremely valuable role in assisting,
guiding, or advising the ongoing DDR process in
Syria — embracing lessons learned from other
cases abroad and the relevant expertise of
practitioners and experts.

But ultimately, the stance Trump’s
administration takes on Syria will come to

8  Charles Lister, “It’s Time for Syria’s Kurds to Fold,”
Foreign Policy, February 20, 2025, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2025/02/20/syria-transition-government-kurds-sdf/.

define a lot — on the future of northeastern
Syria but also of the country’s wider chances
of recovery. Without meaningful US sanctions
relief, the Syrian economy will remain in pieces
and the resulting humanitarian suffering could,
eventually, trigger renewed instability and
conflict. Only malign actors stand to benefit
from such an eventuality.

Principles

e Above all else, the international community must
prioritize the stability of Syria.

- Aunified Syria whose governmental institutions
are representative of all of the country’s diversity
and geography will present the best chance of
long-term stability.

« The fall of Assad’s regime provides a historic
opportunity to foster a friendly and cooperative
Syrian government that is integrated into the
region and projects stability.
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Neither the Iranian government, its military
apparatus, nor their various proxies should be
given the opportunity to return to Syria.

Russia should not be permitted to re-establish
strategic military capabilities on Syrian soil,
including at its air and naval bases in Latakia
and Tartous.

Transnational terrorist organizations like
al-Qaeda and ISIS will seek to expand by
exploiting uncertainty or instability in Syria.
While Syria’s interim government must dedicate
sufficient resources to countering this threat,
the international community will need to play a
significant role for an interim period.

US troops do not need to remain in Syria forever,
but their support for an interim period remains
vital, to ensure security vacuums are filled, ISIS
and al-Qaeda movements are monitored and
neutralized, ISIS-linked detainees in prisons
and camps in northeastern Syria remain secure,
and the SDF achieves and implements a just and
durable deal with Damascus.

Terrorist designations on HTS and associated
individuals offer the international community
significant leverage, which should be utilized to
influence political and security decision-making
in Damascus. Clear conditions with benchmarks
and timeframes should be conveyed to the
interim government to utilize this leverage to
incentivize good behavior, better and broader
governance, and transitional progress in Syria.

Short- and Medium-Term Recommendations
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Following the signing of the March 10
integration agreement, Syria’s interim
government and the SDF must work to
implement the terms of the deal and
reintegrate northeastern Syria into the
country. While both sides will need to display
flexibility, the SDF’s leverage is declining
(amid Syria-wide calls for unity and integration

as well as well-founded expectations that
the Trump administration will withdraw from
Syria) and a peaceful implementation of the
deal must be guaranteed.

The US and its allies and partners must utilize their
influence to ensure the implementation of the
Damascus-SDF agreement, pressing for a just and
durable deal that reunifies Syria, while protecting
the rights of Kurds and other communities.

To build upon both the March 10 agreement
between the SDF and Damascus and the PKK’s
recent announcement of a cease-fire and
potential dissolution, the US must ensure that
the SDF abides by its offer to expeditiously
remove from Syria all non-Syrian PKK cadres
operating within the SDF.

The US, along with allies and partners, should
cautiously and conditionally engage Syria’s
interim government around their shared
interest in countering ISIS and al-Qaeda. Some
of this engagement and collaboration has
already begun, but it should incorporate more
governments and be better coordinated, initially
around deconfliction and intelligence sharing.

The US must engage directly at high levels
with Turkey to resume and invest in bilateral
deconfliction and de-escalation mechanisms
in Syria, with a focus on the northeast. This
should aim initially to reinforce the cease-
fire in eastern Aleppo but then broaden to
consider a mutually acceptable roadmap

for the security dynamics of Syria. This
roadmap would factor in a timetable for a US
military withdrawal from northeastern Syria
— conditioned upon facts on the ground, such
as the implementation of the SDF-Damascus
deal, the handover and securing of the ISIS
prisons and camps, and the integration of SDF
forces into Syrian state commands.

In addition to investing in bilateral contact
and coordination with Turkey, the US military
and Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR) should



Photo above: Syrian flag with slogan painted on a building in the old city of Homs on Dec. 16, 2024. Photo by Aaref Watad/AFP via Getty
Images.

proactively support and work with an emerging
regional security coordination framework
involving Iraq, Jordan, and Turkey. This fledgling
regional coalition will help to support an
eventual US disengagement and transition to
regionally backed local authority.

While acknowledging Israel’s security
concerns, the international community’s
posture toward Syria must prioritize de-
escalation. Any further Israeli expansion into
Syrian territory must not be allowed; Israeli
military strikes on the interim government
must stop; territorial control must revert to
the lines agreed in 1974; and Israeli attempts
to interfere with, provoke tensions within, and
otherwise exploit minorities to destabilize
Syria must cease. If these lines are not drawn
and expectations placed publicly on the
table, continued inflammatory Israeli actions
risk triggering serious internal divisions and

conflict inside Syria, and they could provoke
an escalatory spiral involving potential threats
toward Israel.

While US funding of the prisons and camps in
northeastern Syria will need to continue for
now, America’s European and Arab partners
must step up their commitments — both
through financing of security and humanitarian
assistance to the facilities as well as covering
the costs of repatriating men, women, and
children from Syria.

The United States, United Kingdom, and
European Union should convey clear and realistic
conditions to HTS and associated entities

for their potential removal from designation

and sanctions lists. These conditions should
include implementing justice and accountability
measures against those guilty of crimes, the
formation of a more representative government,
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the expulsion of non-Syrian jihadist operatives
from positions of authority, and demonstrated

efforts and success in countering transnational
terrorism on Syrian soil.

e Preliminary dialogue and cooperation between
Syria and its neighbors over border security
should intensify, to ensure malign state and non-
state actors are not afforded the opportunity to
smuggle people, weapons, drugs, or other assets
into or out of Syria.

e Theinterim government must be dissuaded from
providing Syrian citizenship to foreign fighters;
and foreign nationals subject to external arrest
warrants and terrorist designations must not
hold formal government positions.

Long-Term Recommendations

e The international community should consider
forming a coalition or other multilateral
mechanism that would meet regularly to
coordinate a shared approach to security
challenges and threats emanating from Syria.
This would help reduce the chance of rivalries,
misunderstandings, and tensions.

- Syria’s interim government must provide,
and abide by, guarantees to the international
community that Syria will not become a safe
haven for transnational terrorism.

e Theinternational coalition against ISIS should
develop and commit to a long-term strategy
aimed at preventing the terror group from
resurging, including in Syria.

e Should Syria’s transition succeed, the US
should seek to negotiate long-term and
conditions-based access to Syrian airspace for
counterterrorism purposes.

e Should Syria’s transition fail and serious civil
conflict resume, the US should use its presence
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on the ground, contacts with internal actors,

and influence on the international stage to press
for de-escalation. Any Iranian or Russian role in
resumed conflict should be called out, sanctioned,
and challenged diplomatically.

Building a Stable Economy
That Would Bring Syrians
Back

Prior to Assad’s departure, Syria’s economy was

in dire straits and humanitarian conditions were
spiraling. At the end of 2024, at least 90% of
Syrians were living under the poverty line,? the
Syrian pound (SYP) had lost 99% of the value it held
in 2011, at least 70% of the population relied on
aid,** and the cost of living continued to rise. More
than half of Syrians remained displaced, either
internally or as refugees abroad.*?> Meanwhile,
fatigued by Syria’s seemingly intractable problems
and strained by acute crises in Sudan, Gaza,
Ukraine, and beyond, the international community’s
commitment to funding the humanitarian response
in Syria was waning, with the UN aid fund having
received just 28% of its estimated requirements in
late 2024.13

9  “What’s Happening in Syria? How the Civil War is Worsening
Hunger Among Civilians,” World Food Program USA, December 12,
2024, https://www.wfpusa.org/articles/whats-happening-syria-
civil-war-worsening-hunger-among-civilians/#:~:text=More%20
Humanitarian%20Crises%20in%20Syria&text=During%20the%20
civil%20war%2C%200other,0f%20people%20into%20deep%20
hunger.

10 Karam Shaar and Benjamin Feve, “The Path to a Better
Syria,” Foreign Affairs, December 20, 2024, https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/syria/path-better-syria.

11 “Syria,” European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid
Operations, European Commission, Accessed March 5, 2025,
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/where/
middle-east-and-northern-africa/syria_en.

12 “Syria Refugee Crisis Explained,” UN Refugees, February
27,2025, https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-
explained/.

13  Ezzat El-Ferri, “Syria: Top UN official stresses need for unity,
humanitarian aid, reconstruction,” UN News, December 13, 2024,
https://news.un.org/en/interview/2024/12/1158151.
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Photo above: Civilians and pro-government forces walk down the destroyed Thalateen Street in the Yarmouk Palestinian refugee camp
on the southern outskirts of Damascus on May 24, 2018. Photo by Louai Beshara/AFP via Getty Images.

Though the collapse of the Assad regime brought
with it a nationwide sense of euphoria and a
renewed drive for Syrian unity, Syria’s economy

has not recovered and the humanitarian crisis
persists. To make matters even more challenging,
the liquidity crisis has worsened, with the SYP
value often fluctuating wildly, adding further to

the strains placed on living conditions. While the
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria
(AANES) — the governance arm of the SDF — had
previously sold its oil supplies to Damascus under
Assad’s rule, that trade stopped in December 2024,
even as Iran’s large-scale provision of oil to Syria
also ended. That effectively cut Syria’s oil supply
altogether — though small-scale AANES trade
resumed in mid-February 2025.14

Buoyed by the historic and strategic opportunity
presented by Assad’s departure to reshape the
Middle East, regional states engaged quickly

14  “Syria’s northeast begins supplying oil to Damascus, oil
ministry says,” Reuters, February 22, 2025, https://www.reuters.
com/world/middle-east/syrias-northeast-begins-supplying-oil-
damascus-oil-ministry-says-2025-02-22/.

and substantively with the interim government

in Damascus. To boost Syria’s economy and
ameliorate worsening humanitarian conditions,
Turkey has proposed providing electricity directly
into the grid via floating power stations,® Qatar has
suggested paying public-sector salaries,*® and Saudi
Arabia has proposed large-scale oil deliveries.?’
Wealthy Syrian businessmen and major regional
investors are also primed with reams of proposals
to begin work on significant reconstruction and
critical infrastructure rehabilitation.

15  “Syria to receive electricity-generating ships from Qatar and
Turkey,” Reuters, January 7, 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/
middle-east/syria-receive-electricity-generating-ships-qatar-
turkey-2025-01-07/.

16  Timour Azhari and Andrew Mills, “Exclusive: Qatar plans
to help boost Syrian government salaries, sources say,” Reuters,
January 7, 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/
gatar-plans-help-boost-syrian-government-salaries-sources-
say-2025-01-07/.

17  “Saudi Arabia renews diplomatic push in Syria and Yemen,”
Economist Intelligence Unit, January 6, 2025, https://www.
eiu.com/n/saudi-arabia-renews-diplomatic-push-in-syria-and-
yemen/.
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Photo above: People chant slogans during a rally organized by Syrian activists and civil society representatives at al-Marjeh square in
Damascus on March 9, 2025. Photo by -/AFP via Getty Images.

While such initiatives would have a dramatic and
almost immediate effect in Syria, they remain
impossible while US sanctions are in place.*® In
early January, President Joe Biden’s outgoing
administration introduced six-month sectoral
waivers through General License 24.'° Though a
symbolically significant signal, in practice those
temporary measures have done nothing to alter
the bank de-risking problem, with Syrian financial
institutions still refusing to process transactions.
The EU lifted sanctions on Syria’s energy and
transport sectors, four banks, Syrian Arab Airlines,
and activities linked to reconstruction on Feb.

24, 2025.2° Yet American sanctions remain

18  “Exclusive: US sanctions hold up Qatari support for Syria,
sources say,” Reuters, February 26, 2025, https://www.reuters.

com/world/middle-east/us-sanctions-hold-up-qatari-support-

syria-sources-say-2025-02-26/.

19  “US eases restrictions on Syria while keeping sanctions in
place,” Associated Press, January 6, 2025, https://apnews.com/
article/treasury-bashar-assad-sanctions-syria-biden-4df4fb79357
9c7aa820bcf5392286bd5.

20  “Syria: EU suspends restrictive measures on key economic
sectors,” European Council, Council of the European Union,
February 24, 2025, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/
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determinant. Without changes to the US sanctions
regime, little is likely to change in Syria.

While the existing make-up of Syria’s interim
government presents obvious challenges and policy
dilemmas, the stability of Syria should be at the
forefront of international calculations. Sanctions
remain vitally important elements of international
leverage and should be used to incentivize more and
better behavior, as well as a widening of political
representation. But the clock is also ticking, and
withholding sanctions relief for months risks
guaranteeing the eventual collapse of the transition.

On the humanitarian aid front, donor funding remains
dangerously low while the need to achieve record
levels of assistance has never been greater. The
international community will gather in Brussels again
in May 2025 to coordinate support for Syria.

press-releases/2025/02/24/syria-eu-suspends-restrictive-
measures-on-key-economic-sectors/.
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Principles

« A post-Assad Syria will have the best chance
of recovery and international integration if it
embraces a free market economy model.

- Refugee repatriation needs to be coordinated with
the provision of humanitarian assistance to ensure
that as Syrians return home, they do not add to the
economic, social, and security problems.

e Assad’s departure, Iran’s strategic defeat, and
a significant reduction in Russia’s influence
in Syria all represent a historic opportunity to
foster and support a Syria that is stable and
plays a productive and constructive role in the
international community.

- After more than a decade of division, Syria’s
reunification will be facilitated greatly by increased
levels of interconnectivity, particularly through
trade and other commercial exchange — especially
across long-standing conflict lines, into and out of
the northeast, northwest, south, and the coast.

Short- and Medium-Term Recommendations

e The US should urgently consider a conditional
lifting of sanctions (with integrated snap-back
mechanisms) for core sectors of Syria’s economy
to help facilitate targeted and strategic investment
in energy and other critical infrastructure, as well
as civilian government institutions, reconstruction,
and other humanitarian and early recovery
sectors. At a minimum, General License 24 and
supplementary waivers should be permanently
extended to more effectively assuage bank de-
risking concerns. Like the EU, the US should
revisit the designation of Syria’s Central Bank as a
sanctioned entity, due to its key role in managing
the transitional economy. Such steps will be
vital in ensuring that a fragile transition avoids
collapse, while broadening in representation and
commitment to rights.

The US and Europe must establish a working
dialogue focused on better coordinating their
sanctions measures, whether that entails

issuing waivers, lifting sanctions, or maintaining
restrictions. This will add more policy clarity and
collective leverage diplomatically, while also
assisting financial institutions and potential donors
and investors to better understand the legal
environment in which they can and cannot operate.

The interim government should take swift and
clear steps to reunify and standardize economic
systems and policies that have taken root in
different regions of Syria over the past 14 years.
This should include re-establishing the SYP as

the national currency, standardizing internal and
cross-border customs duties, simplifying and
stabilizing exchange rate practices, and prioritizing
fair competition as businesses previously
restricted by geography now look to expand.

A multilateral entity should be established for the
US, Europe, regional states, the UN, and other
stakeholders to convene regularly to discuss and
coordinate potential early recovery, investment,
and other strategic humanitarian assistance steps
toward Syria.

While some level of sanctions remains on

Syria, sanctioning governments should work to
establish a resource hub for NGOs to access legal
advice and legislative expertise to help ascertain
best practices and avoid diverting otherwise
valuable resources.

Regional proposals for energy provision and
civil-service salary payments should be provided
the space to begin work. But to get there, direct
and high-level diplomatic and working-level
discussions will be needed first — especially with
the US government.

Amid continued US sanctions and other
restrictive measures, there is an acute need
for transparent and accessible financial
mechanisms to ease the flow of money into
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and across Syria. The US and allies should
establish a formal and widely accepted
financial channel and transaction mechanism
in order to enable the interim government to
prioritize and fund the urgent reconstruction
and rehabilitation of Syria’s electricity, energy,
residential, and transportation infrastructure.
International governments and companies are
poised to step back into the Syrian market,
particularly in electricity, oil and natural gas,
and construction. A proactive working group
or communication mechanism should be
established with sanctioning entities, as well
as with financial institutions, to shape and
implement such mechanisms.

While Syria’s fragile transition continues,
humanitarian efforts should be coordinated
with the interim government in Damascus but
directed through a localized approach, taking
advantage of Syrian local actors’ contextual
awareness and untapped capacity. Free and
unfettered access to aid must be guaranteed.

Humanitarian and early recovery needs should
be defined before remedies are discussed. This
will require NGOs to be part of an aid policy
conversation involving the diverse breadth of
Syrian society.

The return of internally displaced Syrians and
refugees to their places of origin is a natural
consequence of Assad’s departure. Regional
states hosting large numbers of refugees

have already begun introducing incentives to
encourage returns. As these numbers grow,
additional humanitarian assistance will inevitably
be required, and the specific needs of female
returnees of all ages will need to be addressed.

Countries hosting Syrian refugees should adopt
mechanisms to allow them to temporarily return
to Syria to assess conditions and return to their
refugee status in the host country if necessary.

Syria’s neighbors should reduce or remove
tariffs on cross-border trade to encourage and
facilitate a revitalization of Syrian business
and economic activity.

Long-Term Recommendations

The interim government must implement

a free market economic policy model that
ends long-standing Syrian protectionism and
corruption and supports a thriving private
sector, welcomes foreign direct investment,
and stimulates entrepreneurship and small-
and medium-sized enterprise. The interim
government — with support from international
institutions — should also move to develop

a public-private partnership framework to
facilitate private-sector investment (local
and foreign). At the same time, it needs to
preserve state assets and ensure sufficient
monitoring power over the quality-pricing
balance in specific key sectors, including
education, healthcare, and fuel.

The interim government should also reach
beyond tactical diplomacy and engage with the
international community — governments and
businesses alike — to develop foreign trade
deals, transnational business networks, and
strategic economic diplomacy.

Syria’s interim government must avoid
replicating a long-standing investment
imbalance favoring so-called “useful Syria”
over geographically “peripheral” regions in the
northwest, northeast, east, and south.

The international community should consider
prioritizing a readjustment of NGO and donor-
implementing funding cycles to replace the long-
standing model of repeated emergency response
with longer-term planning.

The international community should explore
potential financial technology solutions for



conducting swifter financial transfers into and out
of Syria.

e Theinternational community should regularly and
systematically engage Syria’s diaspora to assess
refugee return sentiments, returnee humanitarian
needs with a focus on the specific needs of
women and girls, and the effects of continued
sanctions as well as temporary waiver measures.

Advancing Justice and
Accountability

The fall of the Assad regime marked a pivotal moment
in Syria’s history, offering a unique opportunity to
address the injustices of the past and pave the way for
a more just and accountable future. In the aftermath,
several critical priorities have emerged to guide the
nation’s transition toward justice and reconciliation.

Photo above: Images of passport photos at Syria’s Palestine Branch, Dec. 17, 2024. Photo by Scott Peterson via Getty Images.

One of the foremost concerns is the fate of forcibly
disappeared individuals and the reunification

of detainees with their families. Throughout the
civil war, the Assad regime detained countless
individuals, leading to the enforced disappearance
of more than 100,000 people, as has been
documented by Syrian and international human
rights organizations. The transitional authorities,
with the support of the UN Independent Institution
on Missing Persons in Syria (IIMP), face the
formidable task of tracing the missing persons

and expediting the release of unjustly imprisoned
individuals. This effort is crucial to provide closure
for families and help heal the deep emotional
wounds inflicted by years of separation and fear.
This process involves exhuming mass graves,
analyzing forensic evidence, and ensuring that those
responsible are held accountable. However, efforts
to start recovery and identification processes from
mass graves are yet to be established, leaving tens
of thousands of families in limbo as they wait to
confirm the fate of their loved ones.
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Documenting the atrocities committed during the
war, by the Assad regime and all armed groups,

is essential for establishing an accurate historical
record and supporting future prosecutions and
national reconciliation. Numerous organizations,
both local and international, have collected evidence
ranging from survivor testimonies to physical
evidence from crime scenes. The Syrian authorities,
in collaboration with these organizations, must
consolidate and preserve this information to prevent
the loss of crucial evidence and to inform truth-
telling processes. This documentation serves as a
foundation for justice and reconciliation efforts.

Establishing inclusive and meaningful justice
processes is vital for ensuring that all victims
receive recognition and redress. In recent

years, court cases and investigations have been
initiated in Europe under the principle of universal
jurisdiction. European courts have provided a
pathway for accountability when it was impossible
to achieve in Syria and have handed down
landmark decisions. Still, these cases cannot

be a substitute for a Syrian-owned and Syrian-

led justice process. This may involve setting

up special tribunals or courts to prosecute war
crimes and crimes against humanity as well as
utilizing international expertise and mechanisms
where possible. The interim authorities have
welcomed the International Criminal Court (ICC)
chief prosecutor in Damascus and met with him in
Brussels. However, as the ICC has no jurisdiction
over Syria, which is not a member state of the
Rome Statute that established the ICC, the court
cannot prosecute international crimes committed
in Syria. Alternative mechanisms, such as hybrid
courts combining international and domestic legal
principles, are likely to be necessary in order to
prosecute war criminals. The Syrian authorities
have expressed a commitment to pursuing
accountability, with leaders like Ahmed al-Sharaa
vowing to “hunt down and punish” officials
implicated in atrocities. However, challenges
persist, especially with the interim authorities’
lack of capacity across all sectors. The additional
dilemma of where to draw the line between a
need for justice on the one hand and forgiveness
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on the other is a particularly sensitive issue —

but one that needs clarity. Moreover, securing
evidence and ensuring fair trials remain significant
hurdles. Lastly, it is essential that perpetrators
from all sides are held accountable, not only the
members of the former regime, for the justice
process to be credible.

Achieving justice and accountability in post-Assad
Syria requires robust international support. The

UN and other international bodies have expressed
a readiness to assist in evidence-gathering and

the establishment of accountability mechanisms.
Despite earlier reluctance, the interim authorities
have been more open to allowing UN accountability
bodies to establish a presence in Damascus.
However, the interim authorities have not outlined
clear plans or started any process leading to justice
and accountability for Syrians. The country’s
fragile economic and security conditions, coupled
with the severely limited capacity of the interim
authorities, seem to have hindered the ability

to plan or implement any transitional justice
processes. Collaborative efforts with civil society
organizations, international partners, and the Syrian
diaspora are essential to ensuring that all victims
are represented and that the pursuit of justice is
comprehensive and inclusive.

However, the path to justice in Syria is fraught

with challenges. The escape of many high-ranking
officials complicates accountability efforts, as

does the lack of a legal framework for war crimes
trials within the country. Establishing a credible
administration and an independent judiciary
committed to the rule of law is crucial for the
legitimacy of the new justice system. Moreover,
ensuring that the new government does not replicate
the oppressive tactics of the past requires vigilance
and continuous reform.

Lastly, transitional justice should go beyond criminal
prosecution. It is necessary to design, in consultation
with Syrians, a comprehensive process that includes
a truth-telling and reconciliation component in order
to guarantee a durable peace. Such a process can
build on the experience of South Africa, for instance.



Transitional justice should also include a reparation
and compensation component, addressing the
widespread violations of property rights.

The international community’s role in supporting
these efforts, both morally and materially, cannot
be overstated. The fall of Assad’s regime opens a
new chapter for Syria, one that holds the promise
of justice, accountability, and reconciliation. By
focusing on the reunification of families, uncovering
the fate of the missing, documenting atrocities, and
establishing inclusive justice processes, Syria can
begin to heal the wounds of the past.

Principles

e Asuccessful general amnesty in Syria should be
transparent, legally sound, and balanced between
reconciliation and justice. It must clearly define
its scope, ensuring that war crimes and crimes
against humanity are excluded while providing fair
legal oversight. Reintegration programs, victim
support, and transitional justice mechanisms are
essential for long-term stability. Security risks
should be managed carefully, and the process
must gain domestic and international legitimacy
by involving civil society and UN bodies.

e Syria can learn from Iraqg’s flawed de-
Baathification by avoiding broad purges that
dismantle state institutions and fuel sectarian
divisions. Iraq’s approach led to governance
collapse, insurgency, and economic turmoil,
highlighting the need for Syria to pursue a
phased, transparent, and inclusive transition.
Instead of mass exclusions, Syria should
prioritize targeted accountability, reintegration
of low- and mid-level officials, and economic
stability to prevent further unrest.

e Areform of Syria’s judicial system must
guarantee impartiality and the independence of
justice from executive power as well as establish
an avenue to hold military, security, and judicial
personnel accountable.

e Reparation systems should be hybrid with
both collective and individual components.
They should be oriented toward victims and
survivors and take into account the gendered
impact of destruction.

e There should be a holistic approach to
security sector reform as it requires legal,
institutional, and cultural changes, including the
prioritization of securing and protecting citizens
rather than the state.

e A successful process of national reconciliation
in Syria must be carefully designed to align
with the country’s unique cultural, social,
and historical context. While reconciliation
models from other nations — such as South
Africa, Rwanda, or Bosnia — can offer valuable
lessons, they cannot be applied wholesale
due to Syria’s distinct religious, ethnic, and
political dynamics. Any reconciliation effort
must take into account Syria’s deeply rooted
traditions of conflict resolution, tribal and
communal relationships, and the role of
religious institutions in fostering dialogue.
Ultimately, it is the Syrian people, with
their firsthand experience of the conflict
and its consequences, who must lead the
development of a reconciliation framework
that ensures justice, inclusivity, and long-term
stability. External actors can provide support,
but the process must remain domestically driven
to foster genuine national unity and healing.

Short- and Medium-Term Recommendations

e Syria’s interim government should formally
join the Rome Statute of the ICC and authorize
its jurisdiction retroactively to 1963 through
an official declaration. Furthermore, the
authorities must revise national laws to
ensure full compliance with the principles
of the Rome Statute and international legal
standards; and Syria should become a
signatory to the seven major international
human rights treaties, including the
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International Convention for the Protection of
all Persons From Enforced Disappearances.

Syria’s interim government should safeguard
civilians from harm and uphold their right to
security. When needed, the authorities should
deploy security forces to shield religious and
ethnic minority communities who may be viewed
as affiliated with the Assad regime.

The Syrian interim authorities, with the support
of the UN, and in collaboration with civil society
organizations, should prioritize protecting
evidence and sensitive sites such as mass graves
and detention centers.

Syrian authorities should ensure that detentions
abide by the rule of law and meet international
standards. Authorities should be transparent
about individuals detained, and none should be
held incommunicado.

Syrian authorities should ensure the
independence of justice in order to restore
the public’s trust in the ability of the judiciary
to be fair and neutral. By improving case
management, allowing public access to trials
and court records, increasing salaries for
judges to mitigate corruption, and establishing
protection for judges and lawyers from
executive overreach, Syrians can once again
place their trust in the system.

The Syrian interim authorities should fully
collaborate with civil society organizations
that have documented violations and
international crimes for over a decade and
draw on their expertise. They should use their
guidance in designing transitional justice and
reconciliation processes.

Syrian authorities should prioritize mapping
victims’ claims and types of property
destruction and loss, learning from past and
current experience (including in other contexts)

and taking into account the gendered impact
of destruction as a first step toward reparation
and compensation.

Syrian authorities should establish an
independent and impartial mechanism that
not only brings together Syrian civil society
organizations but is also carefully designed

to align with the social, cultural, and political
realities of Syria. By incorporating diverse
voices from Syrian society — victims, legal
experts, grassroots activists, and community
leaders — it can effectively document past and
ongoing accountability efforts, identify critical
gaps in justice and redress, and chart a clear
path forward. Such an approach is essential to
fostering a sense of local ownership over the
accountability process, preventing external
interference from overshadowing Syrian-led
initiatives, and ensuring that any steps taken are
both practical and culturally resonant.

Long-Term Recommendations

The Syrian interim authorities, in collaboration
with the UN and Syrian civil society, should
establish a prosecution mechanism to judge
perpetrators of international crimes, in line with
international standards.

The Syrian interim authorities, in collaboration
with Syrian civil society and with the technical
support of the UN, especially victims’
associations, should develop a nation-wide
truth-telling and reconciliation process that
allows all Syrians to have their voices heard and
that grants amnesty to former members of the
regime who have not committed serious crimes.

Syrian authorities should abolish or amend
legislation that grants immunity to security and
army personnel.

The interim authorities should develop a plan
and establish a mechanism for house, land,
and property restitution and compensation that



guarantees the rights of women and girls to
protection from discrimination and to equality
in both law and practice. This plan should

be formulated in line with the UN Principles

on Housing and Property Restitution for
Refugees and Displaced Persons (the “Pinheiro
Principles”). Alternative judicial processes
should be proposed to address property claims.

Syrian authorities should prioritize establishing
a database for records related to war crimes and
human rights violations committed by the Assad
regime and allow citizens access to such data,
while ensuring transparency.
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Annex I: Surveying Syria’s
Post-Assad Security Threats
and Challenges

Throughout nearly 14 years of debilitating conflict,
Syria became a geopolitical battleground, in

which Russia, Iran, Turkey, the United States,
Israel, and dozens of other governments engaged
directly and through local partners in pursuing

a wide range of security interests and priorities.
While Bashar al-Assad and his regime stalwartly
refused to submit to meaningful negotiations over
the years, the security implications of a seemingly
intractable conflict continued to grow. From a
globally consequential displacement crisis to a
multibillion-dollar transnational drug smuggling
network, international terrorism, proliferation of
strategic weapons, and more, Syria has presented
the international community with a formidable array
of security threats.

It was the severity and persistence of these
security challenges that led a steadily growing list
of countries to begin re-engaging Assad’s regime
in recent years. Fatigued by confronting the many
spillover effects of Syria’s crisis, exasperated by
the lack of diplomatic progress on resolving it,
and resigned to Assad’s survival or even victory, a
number of Arab and Middle Eastern governments
and even some European leaders began a policy
of de facto normalization in 2022. For regional
states, engaging Assad and re-admitting him to
the Arab League?* was intended as an attempt to
coax him into helping to resolve the drivers and
causes of their priority concerns: refugees, drugs,
and terrorism. For those in Europe who were re-
engaging Assad’s regime, anti-refugee sentiment
was the impetus and justification.??

21 “Assad gets warm reception as Syria welcomed back into
Arab League,” Al Jazeera, May 19, 2023, https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2023/5/19/assad-gets-warm-welcome-as-syria-
welcomed-back-into-arab-league.

22 Nicholas Vinocur and Barbara Moens, “The EU wants to
deport migrants. It needs the help of Syria’s Assad,” Politico,
October 16, 2024, https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-migration-
deportation-syria-bashar-assad-refugees-italy-giorgia-meloni-far-
right-anti-immigrant-parties/; Hasan Jaber, “Italy’s Normalization
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Yet for all who tried engagement and
normalization, Assad proved to be no ally or
partner. Amid the peak of regional engagement
with Assad’s regime — from mid-2023 into early
2024 — the threats and challenges posed by
refugees, drugs, and terrorism did not improve;
they deteriorated.?®* As normalization’s failure
became increasingly clear, a sense of diplomatic
stagnation returned.

Buoyed by the West’s gradual disengagement
from Syria and the decision by others to re-
engage, Assad grew convinced of his own
inevitable victory. Syria’s military and security
apparatus, already exhausted and riddled
with warlordism and corruption, devolved
into a state of increasing stagnation.?* The
precipitous collapse of Syria’s economy

in 2019-20 and a resulting liquidity crisis
created conditions in which traditional lines
of loyalty between the regime elite and Assad
were gradually eroded by a surge in organized
criminal activity.

While governments and other external
stakeholders had accepted Assad’s inevitable
victory, Syria’s armed opposition had not.
Throughout the four-year period of “frozen
conflict,” armed groups in northwestern

Syria, led by HTS, were methodically and
determinedly preparing to challenge the
regime’s rule once again. Through the
establishment of formal military academies
and intensive training, and the addition of new
capabilities such as night-time combat, drone
warfare, and more effective rocket and missile

with Assad’s Regime: Any Lessons from Arab Experiences?”
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, September 26,
2024, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2024/09/italys-
normalization-with-assads-regime-any-lessons-from-arabs-
experience?lang=en.

23 Charles Lister, “The Normalizing of Assad Has Been a
Disaster,” Foreign Policy, May 30, 2024, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2024/05/30/the-normalizing-of-assad-has-been-a-
disaster/.

24 Charles Lister, “Why Assad’s Regime is Collapsing

So Quickly,” Foreign Policy, December 5, 2024, https://
foreignpolicy.com/2024/12/05/syria-assad-regime-collapsing-
quickly/.
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Photo above: A member of the Syrian Kurdish internal security services known as “Asayish” stands at a checkpoint in Qamishli, Syria.
Photo by Delil Souleiman/AFP via Getty Images.

systems, an HTS-led alliance grew in capacity —
while its regime opponents decayed.?®

Therefore, when HTS launched a concerted offensive
into Aleppo’s western countryside on Nov. 27, 2024,
the conditions had already been set for a significant
shift in the power balance on the battlefield. Aleppo
City fell within 36 hours; and 10 days later, the Assad
regime had collapsed like a house of cards. Assad
fled to Moscow and Damascus fell to opposition

and HTS control on Dec. 8. The assessments and
assumptions that had undergirded an evolving
international policy on Syria were, in very short order,
turned swiftly on their head.

Assad’s Departure Brings Security Benefits

The fall of Assad’s regime in December 2024 brought
sudden and dramatic improvements to some of the

25  Ibid.

longest-standing security challenges involving the
country. On the one hand, Iran was dealt a crippling
defeat, with the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) leaving Syria altogether, along with thousands
of its proxy militiamen from Lebanon, Iraq, and
Afghanistan. Iran’s military bases in Deir ez-Zour,
rocket launch sites in southern and eastern Syria,
economic investments, and religious and cultural
facilities were all swiftly vacated. With no partners
left in the country, it remains hard to envision Iran
finding a way back into Syria.

Having committed years of war crimes in Syria and
utilized its Khmeimim Airbase and Tartous naval
base as launching pads for expansive operations
in the African continent, Russia also suffered a
significant defeat with Assad’s loss. While Moscow
did grant Assad and his family asylum, it also
pivoted pragmatically toward the new HTS-led
interim government — first seeking to secure the
safety of Russian troops deployed in posts across
Syria and then to negotiate the future status of
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its bases on the Mediterranean coast. Despite

its flexibility toward Syria’s new authorities —
including diplomatic contact, cash deliveries, and
talks over retaining its bases — there can be no
doubting Russia’s strategic losses in Syria since
December 2024.

The rapid collapse of Assad’s regime also dealt
a killer blow to the multibillion-dollar industrial
drug trade that prominent elements of the
regime had fostered in previous years. Having
been coordinated primarily by the regime’s elite
Fourth Division, the production and smuggling
of captagon across Syria’s borders has all

but vanished since. The interim government
and its Ministry of Interior’s General Security
Service (GSS) have taken the lead in locating
and destroying large-scale production facilities
as well as rooting out smuggler networks and
dealers in dozens of raids across Syria between
January and March 2025.

For over a decade, the strain of hosting millions
of Syrian refugees had crippled the economies
of several regional states, but the end of
Assad’s regime removed the primary obstacle
deterring those Syrians from returning home.
While UN polling in April 2024 indicated that
just 1.7% of Syrian refugees would consider an
eventual return under the prevailing conditions
at the time, by January 2025 that number

had spiked to 27%.2° Between Assad’s fall

on Dec. 8, 2024, and mid-February 2025, at
least 280,000 refugees came back to Syria
from abroad, and a further 800,000 internally
displaced Syrians returned to their homes.?”
Many refugees may choose to wait some time to
ensure that a post-Assad Syria remains stable.
But the early signs on return are extremely
encouraging not only for Syria but also for the
refugee host states. Of course, the security

26  “Regional Flash Update #11,” UNHCR, January 23, 2025,
https://reporting.unhcr.org/syria-situation-crisis-regional-flash-
update-11.

27  “More than one million Syrians return to their homes, UN
says,” The New Arab, February 19, 2025, https://www.newarab.
com/news/more-one-million-syrians-return-their-homes-un-
says.
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situation on the ground, including the presence
or absence of extra-legal militias and terrorist
groups, will be one of the key determining
factors behind the rapidity and size of the initial
wave of returnees.

The HTS Dilemma

As the dominant component of Syria’s ongoing
transition, HTS itself presents the international
community with a not insignificant dilemma.
After all, HTS began life in 2011 as the Syrian
wing of the Islamic State in Iraq, before turning
against ISIS in 2013 and declaring itself al-
Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate, only to break ties with
al-Qaeda and declare independence in 2016.
However, since becoming HTS in mid-2016, the
group has changed considerably — disavowing
global jihad in favor of Syria’s revolution. Over
the past eight years, HTS arguably underwent an
unprecedented evolution within the Salafi-jihadi
world, turning its guns on ISIS and al-Qaeda in
northwestern Syria,?® dealing strategic defeats to
both movements.

Beginning in 2017, HTS facilitated the presence
of Turkish troops within its territory; and from
2020, it agreed to and abided by a cease-

fire brokered by Turkey and Russia. HTS

also established a technocratic “Salvation
Government” in Idlib that, in most respects,
delivered a greater and more efficient level of
services than rival regions of Syria. The group
has spent years reaching out to and building
lines of communication (mostly behind closed
doors) with the international community,
including government actors in Europe and
the United States. It has also purged itself of
hardline elements unwilling to accept its more
pragmatic path in recent years and forcefully
expelled a number of independent foreign
fighter factions for the same reason. Finally,

it is widely understood that HTS has provided

28  Orwa Ajjoub, “HTS and al-Qaeda in Syria: Reconciling the
irreconcilable,” Middle East Institute, July 15, 2020, https://
mei.edu/publications/hts-and-al-qaeda-syria-reconciling-
irreconcilable.
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actionable intelligence on ISIS and al-Qaeda
operatives for use by foreign intelligence agencies.

While the lead role currently being played by HTS in
Syria’s transition is unquestionably far from ideal,?®
Ahmed al-Sharaa and his interim government

have, by and large, behaved pragmatically and
responsibly. The sustained and high-level diplomatic
engagement by Europe, regional states, the UN,
multilateral institutions, and other significant
political bodies points to an acknowledgement of
Syria now offering a more open and constructive
posture than anything offered previously by Assad’s
regime. Given the enormity of the transitional
challenges ahead, this engagement is a good thing.
Further engagement provides a far greater chance to
incentivize more good behavior and a broadening of
the transition to better reflect Syria’s diversity than
a policy of isolation.

29  Charles Lister and Hassan Hassan, “Is Syria Descending
into Renewed Civil War?” moderated by Zeina Al-Shaib,
Virtual Briefing Series, March 11, 2025, posted by the

Middle East Institute, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=SWAFXEDB_rw.

The ISIS Challenge

Perhaps the most consistent subject of
international security attention in Syria over the
years has been the threat posed by ISIS. While
the terror group was dealt a territorial defeat in
early 2019 in the eastern village of al-Baghouz
in Deir ez-Zour, it has slowly recovered in the
years since. By 2024, ISIS was resurgent in
Syria — tripling the number of attacks it carried
out compared to 2023 and more than doubling
the average number of people killed per
attack, while expanding its geographic reach,
operational sophistication, and recruitment.3°
Allin all, red alarm bells were flashing as 2024
drew to a close.

However, the most significant and consistent
driver of ISIS activity in Syria had been Assad’s
regime, the brutality and corruption of which
fueled the instability, chaos, suffering, fear, and
uncertainty that drove ISIS recruitment and

30  “In 2024, ISIS’s Resurgence in Syria Began,” Syria Weekly,
January 6, 2025, https://www.syriaweekly.com/p/in-2024-isiss-
resurgence-in-syria.
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which the group used to justify its actions on
the ground. With Assad gone, ISIS’s presence
in Syria almost vanished, as operatives
redeployed next door to Iraq or went to ground
in Deir ez-Zour’s eastern desert. For the first
time, the US-led coalition operating out of Iraq
and northeastern Syria now has unfettered
access to monitor and strike ISIS targets
anywhere in the country. In the days following
Assad’s fall, dozens of US strikes hit ISIS
operatives in formerly regime-held areas.!

While Syria’s interim government lacks the
manpower and resources to comprehensively
deal with ISIS, its Sunni Arab-dominated armed
forces represent a far more natural antidote to the
jihadi group than any other armed actor operating
in Syria. As the de facto ruling authority in
northwestern Syria since 2017, HTS and security
forces associated with its Salvation Government

31 “US Central Command conducts dozens of airstrikes to
eliminate ISIS camps in central Syria,” US Central Command,
December 8, 2024, https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-
RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/3989696/us-central-
command-conducts-dozens-of-airstrikes-to-eliminate-isis-
camps-in-cen/.
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coordinated a years-long campaign against ISIS
that practically eradicated the group from the
region altogether.32 Since taking the reins in
Damascus, the HTS-dominated GSS has foiled

at least eight ISIS terror plots, most directed at
key urban centers like Damascus.3? The interim
government’s recent counterterrorism success
against ISIS is, in large part, thanks to a fledgling
security relationship with the US — at both the
intelligence and military levels.3*

The first direct and acknowledged contact between
the US military and Syria’s interim government took
place on Dec. 13, 2024, when a US citizen (Travis
Timmerman) found in a regime detention center
was handed over to US soldiers on Syrian soil.3®

32 Aaron Zelin, “Jihadi ‘Counterterrorism’: Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham Versus the Islamic State,” CTC Sentinel, Vol. 16,
No. 2, February 2023, https://ctc.westpoint.edu/jihadi-
counterterrorism-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-versus-the-islamic-
state/.

33  Charles Lister, “It’s Time for Syria’s Kurds to Fold,”
Foreign Policy, February 20, 2025, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2025/02/20/syria-transition-government-kurds-sdf/.

34 Ibid.

35 Jane Arraf, “American citizen Travis Timmerman is now
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One week later, on Dec. 20, 2024, Maj. Gen. Kevin
Leahy (commander of Combined Joint Task Force
Operation Inherent Resolve, CJITF-OIR) joined a
senior State Department delegation in Damascus
for meetings with Syria’s interim President Ahmed
al-Sharaa and Foreign Minister Asaad al-Shaybani.%¢
Since then, US Central Command (CENTCOM)

and Special Operations Command (SOCOM) have
remained in direct contact with Damascus on a
near-daily basis — to deconflict troop movements,
to coordinate on occasional counter-ISIS
operations, and to generally establish a reliable line
of communication.

Meanwhile, the US intelligence community has also
established a fruitful relationship with Syria’s interim
government, coordinated through the Ministry of
Interior and its minister, Anas Khattab. In addition
to the eight foiled ISIS plots, it is believed that a
spate of recent US drone strikes targeting al-Qaeda
operatives in northwestern Syria were also linked

to the fledgling intelligence-sharing relationship
between Damascus and Washington.

However, the ISIS threat persists; and while the
prevailing dynamic has avoided any significant ISIS
escalation, fledgling counterterrorism cooperation
between the US-led coalition and the interim
government in Damascus is extremely fragile and
heavily reliant on a continued US military presence
on Syrian soil. Worryingly, ISIS attacks markedly
intensified in the first week of March 2025,%7 and

it is widely feared that ISIS maintains a significant
network of sleeper cells in Syrian cities.

An Assad Loyalist Resistance?

A significant dynamic that accelerated the collapse
of the Assad regime over 11 days in late 2024 was
the failure — or refusal — of military forces to hold

with U.S. forces after being found in Syria,” NPR, December 13,
2024, https://www.npr.org/2024/12/13/nx-s1-5227917/syria-
travis-timmerman-american.

36 Lister, “It’s Time for Syria’s Kurds to Fold.”

37  Syria Weekly, Accessed March 2025, www.syriaweekly.
com.

the line on the battlefield. Instead, a series of game-
changing surrenders or peaceful handovers took
place through Hama and into Homs, clearing a path
to Damascus. As the frontline moved forward, Syrian
soldiers removed their uniforms, abandoned their
weapons, and simply went home.

After assuming control in Damascus, the HTS-

led interim government announced the complete
dissolution of the Syrian Arab Army and called for
former military and security personnel to voluntarily
register and “settle” their status.*® In doing so, tens
of thousands of men have gone through varying
levels of security investigation, to be cleared for
reenlistment or a return to civilian life.

While that process has played out, some former
regime soldiers and intelligence officers have
clearly chosen to go into hiding. An interview

in Damascus in early-February 2025 revealed
that 4,000-5,000 men in Latakia and Tartous
were known to have evaded the settlement
process. Across the country, some were caught
in a nationwide campaign of daily search
operations and targeted raids, but others have
taken to a campaign of armed resistance against
the interim government. In February 2025, at
least 38 insurgent-type attacks targeted the
interim government’s GSS, Public Security, and
Department of Military Operations (DMO) forces
in Latakia, Tartous, Homs, Hama, Aleppo, and
Rif Dimashq governorates.?® Though this activity
remained relatively minor in scale — resulting in
just 30 deaths — it was indicative of an emerging
new danger.

That danger revealed itself late on March 6, when
regime loyalists launched an unprecedentedly large
campaign of coordinated ambushes, raids, and other
attacks on interim government forces in Latakia and
parts of Tartous. What followed in the hours and days

38 Kardo Roj, “Syria’s Military Administration Dissolves
Army, Parliament and Abolishes 2012 Constitution,” North Press
Agency, January 29, 2025, https://npasyria.com/en/121578/.

39  Syria Weekly, Accessed March 2025, www.syriaweekly.
com.
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after was a frenzy of violence, as Alawite pro-regime
gunmen turned on rival villages and vice-versa; and
interim government forces, foreign jihadist fighters,
and armed Syrian men all engaged in retaliatory

and revenge attacks. After 48 hours, hundreds of
combatants and hundreds of civilians were dead

on all sides and Syrians’ worst fears — of a return

to brutal conflict, in which sectarianism was the
defining feature — appeared to have been realized.
The intensity of conflict declined markedly from
March 9, but tensions have remained high. Efforts by
the interim government in Damascus to investigate
crimes and pursue perpetrators were an encouraging
first step, but the violence served to underline that
keeping a lid on a boiling pot of civil tensions after
more than a decade of ferocious conflict will prove
an extraordinary challenge going forward.

The Forgotten

In addition to HTS and a wide spectrum of

Syrian armed opposition factions, the dramatic
offensive that entered Damascus on Dec. 8, 2024,
also involved several smaller jihadist groups
headquartered in Idlib. From the Uyghur-dominated
Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) and the Central Asian
Katibat al-Tawhid wal Jihad (KTW3J) to a number
of other smaller foreign fighter units dedicated
primarily to providing specialist training courses,
these jihadis now face an uncertain future in the
new, post-Assad Syria.

Sharaa had initially proposed naturalizing many of
these fighters as a reward for their role in the armed
struggle,* but pressure from the international
community appears to have put a stop to that. In
the meantime, the interim government’s approach
seems to be oriented toward rewarding local
foreign fighter leaders — likely in an attempt to

40  “Syria’s new rulers say they are keen to integrate foreign
fighters,” The Economist, January 27, 2025, https://www.
economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2025/01/27/syrias-
new-rulers-say-they-are-keen-to-integrate-foreign-fighters;
“Jolani: Foreign fighters could gain Syria citizenship, rules out
conflict with Israel,” Middle East Monitor, December 19, 2024,
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20241219-jolani-foreign-
fighters-could-gain-syria-citizenship-rules-out-conflict-with-
israel/.
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sustain a semblance of loyalty and obedience from
their fighters. Most notably, several prominent
foreign jihadi commanders have been promoted to
positions of command within Syria’s new Ministry
of Defense. This includes Brig. Gen. Mohammed
Jaftashi (Mukhtar al-Turki), the new commander
of Damascus command; Brig. Gen. Abdulrahman
al-Khatib (Abu Hussein al-Urduni), the commander
of the Republican Guard; TIP leader Abdulaziz
Dawoud Khudaberdi (Zahid) and commander of
the Albanian Xhemati Alban faction, Abdul Jashari
(Abu Qatada al-Albani), who were made brigadier
generals; and TIP commanders Mawlan Tarsun
Abdussamad and Abdulsalam Yasin Ahmed, who
were made colonels.

As the most sizable foreign fighter faction, the TIP
has received the most institutional recompense.
For years, the northwestern Idlib city of Jisr al-
Shughour has been the TIP’s de facto capital, with
the group’s approximately 2,000 fighters joined
by thousands more family members — women,
children, and the elderly. In addition to retaining
a favored status in the region and continued
business investments within the new post-Assad
Syrian economy, the TIP was recently publicly
rewarded with free education through university
for all related children.**

While such financial and institutional inducements
are likely to maintain a stable balance for now,
there is a substantial risk that the presence

of thousands of jihadist fighters in northwest
Syria will eventually become unstable. Until
December 2024, living conditions in that area
were markedly superior to anywhere else in

the country; but with time, it seems inevitable
that the central government’s will and ability

to invest in Syria’s outer regions as much as

in the major urban centers will decline. The
appointment of Alaa Omar al-Ali (who previously
headed up the Chamber of Trade and Industry

in HTS-run Idlib) as the new president of Syria’s
Chambers of Commerce could be a sign that the

41  “Syria Weekly: Feb 11-18, 2025,” Syria Weekly, February
18, 2025, https://www.syriaweekly.com/p/syria-weekly-
feb-11-18-2025.
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interim government is aware of this danger.*?
Nevertheless, should Syria’s outer regions once
again be deprioritized, as was long the case
before the war, at least some of these men —
and their next generation — will become ripe
opportunities for recruitment, particularly by al-
Qaeda but potentially also ISIS.

The Structural Challenge: Disarmament,
Demobilization, and Reintegration

The most significant and strategic challenge

for Syria’s transition is the need to accomplish
the DDR of tens of thousands of armed fighters,
soldiers, and conscripts across the country. After
nearly 14 years of intensive, nationwide conflict,
this challenge is enormous.

Substantial progress has been made in
transitioning HTS and its various Syrian faction
partners into the backbone of a new military

42 “Syria Weekly: Feb 25-March 4, 2025,” Syria Weekly,
March 4, 2025, https://www.syriaweekly.com/p/free-syria-
weekly-feb-25-march-4.
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force, and a deal has been signed under which
the SDF will be integrated into the Syrian state.
Meanwhile, negotiations continue with armed
groups in the southern governorates of Daraa

and Suwayda. Daraa’s several thousand fighters,
collectively under the command of Ahmed al-
Awdah and his deputies — Col. Nassim Abu Ara
(Abu Hossam), Lt. Col. Mohammed al-Hawrani
(Abu Issam), and Capt. Mohammed al-Qadri (Abu
Haydar) — remain the subject of negotiations with
Minister of Defense Murhaf Abu Qasra. Suwayda’s
most influential armed factions — Liwa al-Jabal,
Ahrar al-Jabal, and Rijal al-Karama — have
engaged in regular dialogue in Damascus with
Sharaa, but their demands for greater autonomy,
as well as for a more distinct, decentralized form
of governance for Suwayda, make for a more
complex process.

The thorniest issue has been achieving a deal
between Damascus and the SDF in northeastern
Syria. Since the fall of Assad’s regime, a
palpable Syrian consensus has emerged that
prioritizes unity and views demands for semi-
autonomy and decentralization with acute
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suspicion. That has weakened the SDF’s
negotiating position significantly and presents
a potentially existential threat to its political
front, the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC),
and governance arm, the AANES. With US
military encouragement and facilitation, the
SDF and Damascus engaged in direct, high-
level negotiations, and agreed on the core
architecture of a deal on March 10, 2025,
involving the SDF’s dissolution and integration
into the state. But the devil is in the details, and
the implementation of the deal will take time.*?

In the weeks preceding the March 10 deal, SDF
leader Mazloum Abdi had congratulated Sharaa
on assuming the Syrian presidency and publicly
stated his recognition that the SDF’s tens of
thousands of fighters would dissolve and integrate
under the state.** However, he had insisted on

his fighters remaining a distinct military “bloc”
deployed only in northeastern Syria. The extent
to which a compromise is realized on the ground
will take time to develop. But should things break
down for whatever reason, Turkey is poised to
intervene militarily, potentially dealing the SDF a
deadly blow.

In theory, the PKK’s unilateral cease-fire with
Turkey and the announcement by its imprisoned
leader Abdullah Ocalan that it should lay down
arms and dissolve offers a sign of hope that the
SDF-Damascus deal will succeed. Achieving

a resolution to the SDF-Damascus issue is

vitally important from a DDR standpoint; but

it is additionally urgent given the presence of
approximately 9,500 ISIS male fighters and
42,000 associated women and children remaining
detained within a network of more than 20 prisons
and two camps in the northeast. The transfer of
those facilities to interim government authority is
expected to occur, but local personnel will still be

43 Lister, “It’s Time for Syria’s Kurds to Fold.”

44 “Khaled al-Jeratli, “Negotiations between SDF and
Damascus: Agreement on generalities, disagreement on details,”
Enab Baladi, February 28, 2025, https://english.enabbaladi.net/
archives/2025/02/negotiations-between-sdf-and-damascus-
agreement-on-generalities-disagreement-on-details/.
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required to physically secure them. This “detainee
crisis” continues to present an unprecedented
diplomatic, legal, security, and humanitarian challenge,
which, under the current uncertain circumstances,
looks to be potentially unsustainable.

With a preliminary SDF-Damascus deal sealed,

the strategic reasons to justify a continued US

military presence are beginning to fade. However,

the implementation of the deal will take time, and

will be fraught with potential hurdles. A premature
disengagement or announced plans to withdraw would
risk undermining confidence in the deal and provoking
instability. Behind the scenes, the Turkish government
has privately offered its assurances to both Damascus
and partners in the international community that

it would deploy military and intelligence resources

to fill any gaps resulting from a US withdrawal. But

in the meantime, bilateral US-Turkish engagement
should work to establish a realistic roadmap for any
such transfer of responsibilities. A fledgling regional
coalition, involving Turkey, Jordan, and Iraq, should be
part of that planning equation.

Geopolitical Security Challenges

Geopolitically, Syria’s transition has benefitted
from the fact that much of the international
community has embraced a de-escalatory posture,
urging calm and engaging the interim government
intensively in Damascus and in state visits and
other venues abroad. Even Assad’s long-time allies
Russia and Iran have pivoted to engage post-
Assad Syria, publicly praising transition steps and
engaging diplomatically.?® The sole exception to
this openness has been Israel, which conducted
an unprecedented 600 airstrikes on Syria in the
week following Assad’s fall, while invading and
occupying new territory in the Golan Heights —

45  “Syria’s De Facto Leader Wants to Maintain ‘Respectful’
Ties with Iran, Russia,” RFE/RL, December 29, 2024, https://www.
rferl.org/a/syria-russia-iran-sharaa-trump-assad/33257139.
html; “Putin has a ‘constructive’ conversation in first call with
Syria’s new leader, Kremlin says,” Associated Press, February

12, 2025, https://apnews.com/article/russia-syria-putin-sharaa-
cc60fad1024e200cf1d0f6f8022bfblc; “Iran tells United Nations
Security Council it supports formation of inclusive gov’t in Syria,”
Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran, February 13, 2025,
https://irangov.ir/detail/458315.
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the first substantive violation since the 1974
disengagement agreement.

Senior Israeli officials, including Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and Defense Minister

Israel Katz, have publicly described Syria’s

interim government as a threat and demanded

in late February that all of southern Syria remain
permanently demilitarized. Since those demands
were issued, Israeli military strikes and public
threats have also indicated Israel’s desire to
instrumentalize Syria’s Druze minority as a means
to justify and potentially expand its actions.*¢

On March 1, Katz threatened to launch a military
intervention toward Damascus in response to a day
of tensions in Jaramana, a Druze-majority suburb of
Syria’s capital.*” Those tensions however, involved
“an undisciplined mob,” according to a delegation
of Druze political, religious, and military notables
dispatched to Suwayda to mediate.*®

Israel’s posture vis-a-vis post-Assad Syria risks
triggering countermoves by Turkey, whose suspicion
and hostility toward the SDF could soon be equaled
by its desire to push back against Israeli aggression
and provocation. In fact, the Turkish military has
already proposed the framework for a significant
defense pact with Damascus, which would include
the deployment of fighter aircraft to the Shayrat and
T4 air bases in Homs as well as a fleet of combat
drones to Menagh Airbase in Aleppo.*® Whether such

46 Emmanuel Fabian, “Netanyahu and Katz direct IDF to
‘prepare to defend’ Syrian Druze suburb of Damascus,” The
Times of Israel, March 1, 2025, https://www.timesofisrael.
com/netanyahu-and-katz-direct-idf-to-prepare-to-defend-
syrian-druze-suburb-of-damascus/; Zvi Bar’el, “Israel’s
Overbearing Embrace Threatens Syria’s Druze at Critical
Juncture,” Haaretz, March 4, 2025, https://www.haaretz.
com/israel-news/2025-03-04/ty-article/.premium/israels-
overbearing-embrace-threatens-syrias-druze-at-a-critical-
juncture/00000195-6120-db7b-afdd-f32cb90c0000.
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48 Raja Abdulrahim, “Syrian Forces Deployed in Majority-
Druse Town After Clash,” New York Times, March 2, 2025,
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/02/world/middleeast/syria-
druse-clash.html.

49  Suleiman al-Khalidi, Maya Gebeilly and Khalil Ashawi,
“Exclusive: Syria’s Sharaa to discuss defense pact with Turkey’s
Erdogan, sources say,” Reuters, February 4, 2025, https://www.

proposals ever become reality or not, the suggested
deployment of F-16s into central Syria is a clear
signal of Turkey’s desire to re-assert (on behalf of
Damascus) a semblance of air sovereignty in Syria
— while also offering up valuable capabilities to
monitor and combat ISIS, should US forces depart.

Turning inward, Israel’s occupation of Syrian
territory; military strikes on the interim government;
and attempts to interfere with, provoke tensions
within, and otherwise exploit minorities to
destabilize Syria all point toward a policy aimed

at provocation, division, and ultimately, a de facto
renewed destabilization of the country. An unstable,
divided, and ungoverned Syria does not present a
more manageable challenge than today’s fragile
transition. Having been dealt a strategic defeat by
Assad’s fall, Iran does not need an invitation to
return to Syria — it needs a window opened by a
collapse back into chaos. Despite the enormous
challenges ahead, Syrians are exhausted from war
and demand stability and recovery. To stand in their
way only risks engendering hostility.

Outlook

Syria is currently in a state of significant
transition. While this presents immediate and
long-term security benefits and opportunities,
it also creates considerable challenges and
uncertainty for the future. For the international
community, the end of the Assad family’s
dynastic rule should be understood first and
foremost as a strategic opportunity — to
reshape a state at the heart of the Middle East
into a stable and integrated part of the region
that contributes to regional and international
peace and prosperity. Taking advantage of
that opportunity will require engagement,
given the profound fragility of the transition
and the complexity of the conditions the new
government is dealing with. Above all else,
Syria’s economy urgently requires breathing
space and an opportunity to recover — a goal

reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-sharaa-discuss-defense-
pact-with-turkeys-erdogan-sources-say-2025-02-04/.
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that will remain impossible while US country-
specific and sectoral sanctions remain in place.

While the history of Syria’s interim authorities is
unquestionably troubling, the steps taken by the
Sharaa government since December have been
mostly encouraging. Certainly, Syria is far more
stable and cohesive today than would have been
imagined had a sudden collapse of Assad’s regime
and its replacement by an HTS-led authority been
suggested theoretically just months ago. The fact
that US military and intelligence services appear
to have swiftly sought out some level of working
engagement with Damascus is a reminder that
history does not have to negate alternative paths
for the future. The foiling of multiple ISIS plots
through intelligence sharing and action is an
encouraging sign.

In the coming months, the onus will be on the
interim government to consolidate a semblance
of stability, to continue to engage constructively
with the international community, and to take
strategic steps forward on the DDR process.

To become a welcomed and integrated

member of the international community,

Syria’s transitional process must continue to
demonstrate increased levels of representation
and inclusivity, and challenges posed by foreign
fighters, internal inter-factional disputes, Assad
loyalists, and issues of regional security must
be resolved in line with standard international
norms and expectations.

Regional states have established the most
strategically significant relationships and leverage
with the interim government in Damascus, and
Arab engagement will remain the central channel
responsible for guiding the transition in the

months ahead. Regional actors can play a valuable
mediation role in reaching stabilizing arrangements
between Damascus and Daraa, Suwayda, and the
northeast — and in tying together Syria’s diverse
social fabric into a single cohesive nation once
again. But crucially, regional tracks of engagement
with Damascus must avoid repeating the mistakes
of the early years of Syria’s crisis, when differences
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in vision engendered division, rivalry, and
factionalism rather than unity of cause.

For the United States, ensuring the stability of Syria
now should represent the guiding policy priority. If
US sanctions are not lifted on strategically significant
parts of Syria’s economy and banking sector, the
prospects for stabilization will be extremely low.
Action on this remains vital. The US military can
additionally play a key role in ensuring that the SDF
achieves a just and durable deal with Damascus. But
at the same time, the Trump administration needs
to acknowledge that festering geopolitical tensions
between Israel and Turkey must be de-escalated

in order to avoid a dangerous flare-up. Europe can
play a valuable role in bridging gaps here, while
setting a forward-looking example on sanctions and
diplomatic engagement.



Annex II: Toward Meaningful
Inclusion in the Syrian
Transition Process

The political transition following the fall of the
Assad family’s 54-year dictatorship on Dec. 8,
2024, represents a unique opportunity to establish
a representative new political order in Syria. With
the transition, Syrians have the possibility to
address the pattern of political and social exclusion
and transform the power structure that had
institutionalized the dominance of Alawites and part
of the Sunni elite, while marginalizing women. The
exclusion of the Sunni working class is one of the
factors that fueled the revolution of 2011, whose
core demands were democracy and freedom.

The transition process started on Dec. 10, 2024, with
the self-appointment of a three-month caretaker
government by HTS, the armed group leading the
coalition that toppled Assad. On Jan. 30, 2025, the
interim authorities announced the nomination of
HTS’s leader, Ahmed al-Sharaa, as interim president,
as well as the dissolution of parliament and the
suspension of the constitution. On Feb. 25, a National
Dialogue took place, gathering approximately 800
Syrians, whose discussions led to the release of a
non-binding declaration offering recommendations
for Syria’s future. The next steps of the transition
include the appointment of a transitional government
to preside until elections take place and a
constitutional declaration is issued, while in parallel a
legislative body drafts a new constitution.

The meaningful inclusion of all components

of Syrian society in this transition process is
essential to reach a political settlement and
build sustainable peace. Inclusion refers to “the
extent and manner in which the views and needs
of conflict parties and other stakeholders are
represented and integrated into [a] process,”
according to a definition from the UN.5°

50  United Nations Secretary-General, “Guidance for Effective
Mediation in United Nations General Assembly (UNGA),”
Resolution A/66/811 on Strengthening the role of mediation

in the peaceful settlement of disputes, conflict prevention and

Various ethnic and religious groups make up

Syrian society, including Sunni and Shi’a Muslims,
Christians, Druze, Ismailis, Alawites, Kurds, and
Assyrians, among others. Assad’s sectarian policy
and the armed conflict that followed the 2011
revolution have exacerbated the division of Syrian
society, leading to fragmentation. The Assad regime
largely relied on members of the Alawite community
and some members of the Sunni elite to fill the ranks
of the army, the police, and the administration.

In addition, Syrian women have long been under-
represented in politics and decision-making
processes. However, they played a major role
during the revolution and throughout the conflict.
The transition now offers an opportunity to
acknowledge the role of women, ensuring that their
perspective and specific experience during the war
is reflected in the new political system and that
they can rebuild the country’s institutions on an
equal footing with men.

Repairing the social fabric and building a

political system that guarantees equal rights and
representation of all, without marginalizing any
group, will be one of the biggest challenges of the
political transition. It will largely determine its
success, since it is the main way to ensure stability.

As the transition has started and executive

entities have been appointed, Syrians from all
backgrounds have expressed concerns about the
caretaker authorities being “one color,” with officials
exclusively coming from HTS’s mostly male inner
circle. This concern highlights the challenges that
hinder inclusiveness in the transition process. First,
HTS and its constituency believe that they won the
war and therefore are entitled to hold leadership
positions and implement their vision for Syria’s
future. As the UN has played no role in the transition
so far, the caretaker authorities have been in charge
of designing the process and deciding who is part

of it. Second, the interim leadership is suspicious
toward members and supporters of the former
regime, a majority of whom are from the Alawite
sect (even though not all Alawites supported the

resolution, June 25, 2012.
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former regime). Third, Syria’s patriarchal norms and
culture are obstacles to women’s participation in
politics, and HTS has a conservative view of the role
of women.

Yet research shows that inclusivity is essential to
a successful transition that leads to stability and
sustainable peace, as it addresses the root causes
of conflicts.5! Widening participation beyond

the conflict parties enhances the legitimacy

of the process, encourages the population’s
engagement, and ultimately strengthens the
sense of ownership within society as a whole.
Inclusion also reduces the division between
“winners” and “losers.” If a group feels sidelined,
it is likely to oppose and attempt to spoil the
transition process. Ultimately, meaningful
inclusion empowers groups that may have been
marginalized and allows the transformation of
power relationships. Therefore, it is essential
that the current transition process in Syria
meaningfully includes all components of the
Syrian social fabric, including women.

Participation

The transition is the first opportunity for
Syrians to participate in the decisions that will
shape their future. The first milestone of the
transition, the National Dialogue that took place
on Feb. 25, was an initial test of the interim
leadership’s willingness to incorporate all
ethnic and religious groups as well as women
in the process. The selection of participants
was opaque, with the authorities stressing that
the only criterion was people’s competence,
and the overall result was mixed. On the one
hand, civil society was largely present, with
participants coming from all areas of Syria and
originating from all backgrounds. HTS affiliates
represented only a small number of attendees,
which is notable as the interim authorities,

51  Thania Paffenholz, “Can Inclusive Peace Processes Work?
New Evidence from a Multi-year Research Project,” Inclusive
Peace and Transition Project Policy Brief. Geneva: Graduate
Institute of International and Development Studies. April 2015,
https://www.inclusivepeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/
briefing-note-can-inclusive-processes-work-en.pdf.
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with very few exceptions, have not made
appointments outside of their circle so far.

Only a relatively small number of Alawites and
Kurds participated in the dialogue, however.
About 30% of the initial invitees were women,
and they ended up accounting for around

25% of the actual participants, although
representation across discussion groups was
uneven. As a result, while authorities sought
to open participation to everyone, the lack of
a method to ensure that all components of
society were represented led to the limited
inclusion of some groups.

Different modalities exist to foster inclusion

in peace-building processes, including direct
participation in dialogues and bodies and indirect
participation through consultations or as part of
supporting mechanisms. These modalities may
be combined. As the National Dialogue illustrates,
participation immediately raises the questions

of who exactly should take part, what selection
criteria to use, and to what extent participants
need to be representative of their constituency.
Inclusion can also be vertical (i.e., beyond the
elites) and horizontal (a wide scope including
marginalized groups).? Lastly, advocates of
inclusion recommend adopting an intersectional
approach, taking into account the fact that
individuals carry several identities (for example,
a person can be a woman, Kurdish, young, and
part of the elite).5® All these aspects are context
specific and should be considered when selecting
participants in the various steps of a transition
process because they will determine the scope

of inclusion. In the Syrian transition, authorities
who select members of transition bodies will need

52  Sumit Bisarya, Carrie Manning, Victoria Perotti, Seema
Shah, “Inclusive peacebuilding in conflict-affected states:
designing for democracy’s resilience” in The Global State

of Democracy 2017, Exploring Democracy’s Resilience,
(International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance,
2017), https://www.idea.int/gsod-2017/files/IDEA-GSOD-2017-
CHAPTER-8-EN.pdf.

53 Nick Ross, “A Practical Guide to a Gender-Inclusive
National Dialogue,” Inclusive Peace, November 2022, https://
www.inclusivepeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/
National-Dialogues-final-Inclusive-Peace-Mar2023-UNW.pdf.
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Photo above: Participants attend the Syrian National Dialogue Conference on Feb. 25, 2025, in Damascus, Syria. Ali Haj Suleiman/
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to consider all these criteria if all components of
Syrian society are to be represented.

Quotas for Women

Syrian women, who have been left out of political
processes for decades, stated clearly during SSP
consultations that political participation was a
priority for them, at all stages of the transition
process and at all levels of administrative bodies.
The setting of quotas has been a special measure
commonly used to guarantee women’s participation
in contexts where they are usually excluded, such
as political transitions. Syrian women consulted
have proposed a quota of 30% in all political bodies,
as a first step to guarantee representation in a
male-dominated environment. The Syrian Women’s
Political Movement, a feminist political organization,
also advocates for a 30% quota of women.>* This
method has proved successful in other contexts,

54  The Syrian Women Political Movement, “Policy Paper:
Syrian Women'’s Vision towards Active Political Participation,”
December 2023, https://drive.google.com/file/d/13M3SdWmDf5X
NPkbwWEBNswL6BZjNWC1b/view.

such as in Yemen during the National Dialogue
Conference (2013-14). The 30% quota of seats
reserved for women, both in delegations and in
each committee, allowed Yemeni women to ensure
the adoption of important provisions, such as a
guota for women in government, an increase in the
legal age of marriage, and equality before the law,
among other issues.®®

In the early stage of the Syrian transition process,
the Preparation Committee for the National
Dialogue and the Constitutional Drafting Committee
both dedicated 30% of their seats for women

(two out of seven members on each committee),
although there was no requirement to do so.

Still, quotas are a means to achieve inclusion and
should not be a goal in themselves. Despite being
useful, they risk amounting to only a box-ticking

55 Nick Ross, “Women in Peace & Transition Processes.
Yemen (2011-2015), Case Study,” Geneva: Inclusive Peace and
Transition Initiative, The Graduate Institute of International and
Development Studies, April 2018, https://www.inclusivepeace.
org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/case-study-women-yemen-
2011-2015-en.pdf.
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exercise. Depending on how women are selected
to fill the seats and their actual influence over the
decision-making process, women’s presence under
quotas may be tokenistic. For instance, in some
countries in the region, seats have been filled by
women affiliated with male elites or the dominant
group or party, thus maintaining the status quo.
Therefore, representation in leadership positions is
as important as selection itself.

In parallel to the introduction of quotas, other
obstacles continue to hinder women’s participation,
limiting the effect of quotas. First, Syrian women
have insisted during consultations that the lack

of security prevents many from participating in
political processes. A militarized environment and
insecurity affect women’s mobility and ability to
access political space. In addition, in conservative
cultures dominated by stereotypes and traditional
norms, women frequently receive threats or are
harassed on social media to discourage them from
political activities — often successfully dissuading
them from participating even when they have the
opportunity to do so. This has happened in Iraq
and in Yemen and has arisen as anissue in Syria

as well. Second, Syrian women have pointed out
that the country’s economic crisis is also a major
obstacle for any woman who wants to be involved
in the transition process. As women focus on
securing resources and feeding their families, they
are not available to participate in political activities.
Introducing quotas should not be treated as a
wholly satisfactory means of addressing these
socio-economic obstacles to women’s involvement
in the transition. While they serve a purpose, quotas
alone will have a limited impact without political
will from decision-makers and mechanisms that
guarantee that inputs provided by women translate
into actions.

Mechanism for Inclusion of Ethnic and Religious
Groups

Though quotas for women are considered a
useful tool, Syrians from all backgrounds have
unanimously rejected the idea of quotas for
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ethnic and religious groups in future institutions,
finding the latter proposal dangerous. Syrians
refuse to follow the path of neighboring Lebanon
or Iraq that have adopted special measures for
representation of ethnic or religious groups. After
Saddam Hussein’s overthrow, Iraq adopted a
governance system known as muhasasa ta’ifiya,
or consociationalism, wherein power is shared
along ethnic and sectarian lines based on an
identity-based allocation of top government
positions.5¢ Proponents argue that this system
prevents one group from being dominant,
facilitates the representation and participation
of all communities, and allows proportional
outcomes. But it has fueled sectarian violence
and poor governance in Lebanon and Iraq. By
empowering individuals who claim to represent
a sectarian group, the muhasasa ta’ifiya system
creates competing centers of power that are
disincentivized from working across communities
for the national good, focusing rather on
consolidating their community’s interest. Interim
President Sharaa, who witnessed the early

years of the Iraqi transition while fighting in the
country, also opposes religious and sectarian
quotas for fear of the damaging consequences to
Syrian society’s cohesion. The final declaration
of the National Dialogue has also rejected such
institutionalized apportionment.

As quotas are not considered suitable to guarantee
the inclusion of all segments of society, other
methods should be used. Groups that are not
included in the main steps of the transition may
choose to boycott the outcome of the process,
undermining its legitimacy. The authorities in charge
of selecting the participants of transition bodies
should consult with community leaders as well as
regular members and youth in order to broaden their
outreach beyond elites. This consultation process
should be transparent and given sufficient time.

56  Toby Dodge, “Muhasasa Ta’ifiya and its Others:
Domination and Contestation in Iraq’s political field,” POMEPS
Studies 35: Religion, Violence, and the State in Iraq, Institute
for Middle East Studies at the George Washington University,
October 2019, https://pomeps.org/muhasasa-taifiya-and-its-
others-domination-and-contestation-in-irags-political-field.
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A geographic approach, guaranteeing the inclusion
of representatives from each district of every
governorate, would help to include all communities,
including ones concentrated in specific areas of
Syria. A system that allocates part of the seats of
legislative and consultative bodies based on the
size of the population of each district will also
foster participation. For executive positions, the
representation of various governorates should

be one of the criteria when selecting candidates.
Political movements and civil society organizations
have a watchdog role to play in this regard, as they
have managed to influence some decisions made
by the caretaker authorities since their takeover.
In addition, each community could create informal
pools of thematic experts so that the authorities

— who insist that they are appointing individuals
merely based on competence — can tap into them
when making nominations.

Other Methods and Tools

Various supportive strategies contribute to the
inclusion of wider groups and their demands during
transition processes. Still, one of the lessons learned
from previous processes is the need to secure
participation early on, as there tends to be less
resistance in the initial stages, when participants
have mainly technical roles. Research shows that
when women are part of the preparation phase, they
are included in the dialogue and subsequent steps.5?

Awareness and Capacity Building

Inclusion of marginalized groups and women
starts with raising awareness of their civic rights
and building their capacity. During conversations,
Syrians from all backgrounds have highlighted
their lack of knowledge of political concepts and
civic duties. For instance, some have pointed

out that many Syrians are not familiar with the

57  Thania Paffenholz, et al., “Making Women Count—Not
Just Counting Women: Assessing Women’s Inclusion and
Influence on Peace Negotiations,” Inclusive Peace & Transition
Initiative and UN Women, 2016, https://www.peacewomen.org/
sites/default/files/Making%20Women%20Count%20Not%20
Just%20Counting%20Women.pdf.

form or function of a constitution. Similarly, many
women lack knowledge of their basic rights, which
prevents them from advocating for those rights

if or when they participate in political processes.
Many have expressed the need for training on
issues that are discussed during the transition.
Regarding knowledge, a gap has emerged
between individuals who stayed in former regime-
controlled areas and those who lived in former
opposition-held areas or abroad and had access
to uncensored information. This lack of knowledge
and capacity hampers inclusion as potential
participants believe they are not qualified to be
part of the process. It is essential to close this gap
and raise awareness among all Syrians so that they
feel eligible to fully engage in the political process.

Coalition Building

Another lesson learned from previous
processes is that building coalitions and
acting as unified groups assists members of
marginalized communities in getting their
demands taken into account. For such groups,
mobilizing themselves, collaborating, and
presenting common demands is an effective
way to challenge the status quo.*® Women and
members of ethnic or religious communities
could establish dialogue platforms that will
provide space to organize themselves, develop
an agenda, and draw up a list of priorities that
could be conveyed by members during various
phases of the transition process.

Many women’s organizations exist in Syria, and
some have started gathering to create a coalition.
Some Syrian women’s advocates have suggested
organizing wide consultations of women to discuss
their rights and demands.

Although forming bodies through which
communities can be represented and convey

58  Clare Castillejo, “Dilemmas and experiences of
international support for inclusive peacebuilding,” NOREF, 2
October 2017, https://noref.no/insights/publications/themes/
peacebuilding-and-mediation/dilemmas-and-experiences-of-
international-support-for-inclusive-peacebuilding.
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their demands supports inclusion, the caretaker
authorities insisted that attendees of the National
Dialogue participate as individuals and not

as members of a group. In addition, with the
suspension of the constitution, there is no legal
framework in place for political parties and NGOs
to legally exist. Syrian women and members of
civil society contended during SSP consultations
that parties and organizations should be allowed
to officially register. Enabling groups to advocate
for cohesive demands during the process of
drafting the constitution is necessary to ensure
that their perspectives and priorities are taken
into account.

Targeted Inclusion

Meaningful inclusion that bolsters the legitimacy
of the transition process and fosters stability
requires more than just adding individuals.
Participation focuses on “having a seat at the
table” as a necessary and positive first step but
does not guarantee meaningful inclusion that
reflects the priorities of the parties involved or
shapes the outcome of the process.

As decision-making in transition processes
usually lies with the group already in power,
participants should seek entry points to
influence the process.%’ First, inclusion in the
initial preparatory phase offers an opportunity
to shape the transition, as during this phase
participants are selected, decision-making
mechanisms adopted, and the agenda set.

For instance, the two female members of the
Preparatory Committee of the National Dialogue
made an effort to invite a large number of
women, contributing to an increase in their
presence at the National Dialogue conference.

59  Thania Paffenholz, Nicholas Ross, “Inclusive peace
processes — an introduction,” Inclusive peacebuilding:
Recognised but not realised, Development Dialogue No. 63,

Dag Hammarskjold Foundation, December 2015, https://www.
daghammarskjold.se/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/DHF_DD63_
p28-37.pdf.
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Second, when included, members of marginalized
groups should seek to influence provisions of final
documents and their implementation. As provisions
set the basis of a new political system, managing

to add specific language that advances the equality
between communities has a strong impact. In order
to translate this into tangible progress, a dedicated
mechanism should support the implementation

of decisions along the process. For instance, in
Yemen, a commission tasked with implementing
the National Dialogue’s recommendations and
managing the next phase of the transition was
created.®® Syrian caretaker authorities may consider
establishing a similar mechanism. Inclusion of
members of all components of Syrian society in such
implementation mechanisms would consolidate
their influence on the transition.

Syrian female activists have also suggested creating
an independent Women’s Rights Committee tasked
with monitoring and overseeing the implementation
of women’s rights, including as part of the transition
process, and liaising with the authorities. Such a
mechanism would contribute to the implementation
of the decisions of transition bodies.

Finally, members of marginalized groups may

use their participation in the transition to obtain
roles in future institutions, especially in executive
positions. Syrian women have called for the
creation of a ministry dedicated to women’s
issues. The caretaker government includes

a Women’s Affairs Office, which is under the
President’s Office, but a full ministry would carry
symbolic and political weight and potentially
control additional resources.

In order to reinforce their influence, marginalized
groups should use inclusion as part of a strategy
and target the constitution-drafting process and
the design of the electoral system. An inclusive
constitution and inclusive elections would
contribute to the establishment of a stable and
solid political system.

60 Ross, “Women in Peace.”



Photo above: Participants attend the Syrian National Dialogue Conference on Feb. 25, 2025, in Damascus, Syria. Photo by Ali Haj
Suleiman/Getty Images.

Inclusion in Constitution Drafting

The drafting of a new constitution is a crucial
opportunity to introduce reforms and address
inequality before the law, for members of religious
and ethnic groups, as well as for women.

Previous examples from conflict-affected countries
indicate that the two main means of ensuring an
inclusive process are representation of all groups

in the entity drafting the constitution and broad
consultations with the public.®? For example, during
the drafting process of the constitution in Tunisia

in 2012-13, the Constituent Assembly conducted
various public meetings and dialogues with civil
society at the local level around the country and
participated in debates broadcast on television.®?

61  Clare Castillejo, “Inclusive constitution making in fragile
and conflict-affected states,” NOREF, May 2018, https://noref.
no/publication-documents/inclusive-constitution-making-
in-fragile-and-conflict-affected-states/Castillejo_Inclusive-
constitutions_FINAL_May2018.pdf.
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In order to achieve an inclusive constitution, the
criteria for selecting individuals involved in the
process and their capacity to influence the outcome
are critical, as discussed above. These factors will
determine the extent to which equality and rights
provisions are broad and strong in the final text, with
enforcement mechanisms.

Syrians across the country have repeatedly stressed
that they expect the new constitution to grant equal
rights and protection to all Syrians, regardless of
their background. However, they reject the insertion
of specific provisions tailored to one religious or
ethnic group. This has been emphasized in the final
declaration of the National Dialogue.

The drafting process should be inclusive and
transparent in order to enhance its outcome.

For example, in Yemen, the reservation of 30%

of seats for women in the Constitution Drafting
Commission (thanks to the quota), combined with a
campaign by civil society, resulted in a text with 14
articles referring to women and covering women’s
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rights, political representation, and economic
opportunities.®® Syrian women expect the new
constitution to grant them equal rights without
discrimination and to pave the way for legal reforms
that will translate these principles into concrete
improvements. Their priorities include removing
discrimination regarding inheritance and land
ownership as well as passing on their nationality to
their children.

The constitutional declaration that should be
released in the coming weeks will provide initial
indications on whether these objectives may be
achieved in the new constitution. On March 2,
2025, the presidency announced the names of the
members of the Constitutional Drafting Committee
in charge of drafting the constitutional declaration.
Its composition sends a positive signal: 30% of
the seats are held by women and it includes a
Kurdish member, members close to the former
Syrian opposition in exile, and a member who was
a constitutional expert under the former regime.
This is the first body that includes a majority of
individuals from different political backgrounds and
who do not belong to HTS’s inner circle. Involving
various segments of society increases the chances
the constitutional declaration will be inclusive.

Inclusive Electoral System

As Syrians reject muhasasa ta’ifiya and quotas

for religious and ethnic groups in institutions,

the future electoral rules should foster coalition-
building instead of a winner-takes-all mechanism,
in order to avoid a majority-rule order. An electoral
system that encourages candidates to seek votes
outside of one’s religious or ethnic community

and broaden one’s appeal, while facilitating the
representation of a large spectrum of groups, will
contribute to the stability of a fragmented country.®
Therefore, the future electoral system should
disincentivize viewing voters only through the lens
of their religious or ethnic community. As far as
women are concerned, research shows that they

63 Ross, “Women in Peace.”
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are more likely to succeed and be well represented
in proportional representation elections.®® This
demonstrates that the design of the electoral
system has far-reaching consequences in terms

of inclusion and long-term stability. The different
options and their impacts should be carefully
addressed during the design process.

Conclusion

As Syria moves into a transition phase, involving all
of the components of its diverse society increases
its chances of success. The inclusion of women as
well as members of religious and ethnic groups in a
transition process helps to overcome the root causes
of the conflict, contributes to the stabilization of the
country, and bolsters the legitimacy of the process.
Inclusion starts with enabling the participation of all
marginalized groups and selecting relevant par-
ticipants. A quota can be a useful tool to increase
women’s participation, although it is not sufficient

to ensure meaningful inclusion. Meanwhile, Syri-

ans refuse quotas for religious and ethnic groups,
fearing that they will lead to division; geographical
representation is a better approach for ensuring the
inclusion of those various groups. Additional meth-
ods for supporting greater inclusion include raising
awareness, building capacity, addressing obstacles
to participation, and forming coalitions. For inclusion
to be meaningful, participation should translate into
influence. In this regard, participants who are includ-
ed early in the process have more chances to shape
it as well as to push for specific provisions and weigh
in on implementation. The constitution-drafting pro-
cess and the design of the electoral system offer key
opportunities for progressing toward inclusion and
thus stability and resilience through inclusivity. €8
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