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Key takeaways 

Political developments 

 On May 8th Syrian president Bashar al-Assad and his advisors travelled to Tehran to meet his Iranian 

counterpart Ibrahim Raisi and Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

 The visit served multiple goals, including affirming Syria’s alliance with Iran in the regional resistance 

axis despite the diplomatic détente with arab states, shoring up the partnership with Teheran as Rus-

sia remains preoccupied with the conflict in Ukraine, as well as obtaining Iranian support for Syria’s 

economy in the form of another credit line covering imports of petrol and other basic goods. 

Economic developments 

 On May 12th the US government issue an ‘authorisation’ amounting to a de facto waiver of sanctions 

on investments in 12 economic sectors in Syrian territories outside Syrian government control. 

 While officially meant to assist local economies and curb Islamic State recruitment, the authorisation 

faces numerous obstacles to attracting the desired investments, such as confusion about exact local 

areas covered, weak economic incentives in the form of dismal infrastructure and currency volatility 

and most importantly a very unstable security situation that will deter many prospective investors. 

Humanitarian developments 

 On May 9th -10th the EU hosted the sixth consecutive annual Brussels conference with donors pledging 

6.7 billion USD in humanitarian funding for Syria and the region for this year, next year and ‘beyond’. 

 6.7 billion USD equals just two-thirds of the humanitarian appeal and the 4.3 billion USD pledged for 

this year likely means that the 2022 humanitarian response will be less than 65% funded once again. 

Security developments 

 Syria’s new minister of defence Ali Abbas and new chief of staff Abdelkarim Ibrahim settled into their 

jobs after being appointed as part of a broader government campaign to improve its image on human 

rights, including by promoting officers untainted by sanctions or war crime allegations, punishing 

the perpetrator of the Tadamon massacre and issuing a general amnesty for convicted terrorists. 

Local developments 

 Rural Damascus only saw one IED attack in May, which however surprisingly claimed by Islamic 

State, and an Israeli missile strike near Damascus Airport against an alleged Iranian arms shipment. 

 In Deraa asymmetric attacks continued at unprecedented levels with more than 50 incidents in May, 

enough for April and May to set a two-month record for the number of attacks in the governorate. 

 In central Syria the Syrian army launched a new big combing operation while Israel bombed Masyaf 

again despite Russian air-defence systems helping the Syrian army in trying to repel the Israeli raids.  

 In northern rural Aleppo violence between kurdish militias and Turkish-led rebels remains high as 

the Afrin Liberation Forces after months of silence reappeared and claimed multiple operations. 

 In Idlib hostilities remain relatively limited despite a resumption of Russian airstrikes against rebels. 

 In north-east Syria shelling by Turkish-led rebels against the SDF continue on a near-daily basis amid 

fresh Turkish threats of another military invasion on either side of the Turkish-/rebel-held safe zone. 

 In Deir al-Zour governorate Islamic State escalated attacks against the SDF as part of a ramadan cam-

paign to avenge the killing of the group’s former ‘caliph’ by US special forces in Idlib in February. 

Future developments 

 The Astana format sponsors Russia, Turkey and Iran plan to reconvene in June after UN envoy Geir 

Pedersen hosted another inconclusive round of Syrian Constitutional Committee negotiations in May. 

 The current military and security status quo in Syria will most like continue unchanged in June.  
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Political developments 

President Assad visits Iran 
On May 8th Syrian president Bashar al-Assad travelled to Tehran to meet his Iranian counterpart Ibrahim 

Raisi and Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution ayatollah Ali Khamenei. This was apparently only 

President Assad’s seventh trip abroad since the conflict in Syria started in 2011 after his trips to Russia 

in 2015, 2017, 2018 and 2021, Iran in 2019 and the UAE in 2022. President Assad and his Iranian inter-

locutors surely had a lot of things to discuss and many reasons to meet. At the level of regional geopoli-

tics, the two sides reaffirmed their strategic alliance to resist Israel and support the Palestinian cause at 

a time when the arab monarchies in the Gulf are normalising relations with Israel. Iran is the main pa-

tron of the Palestinian groups Islamic Jihad and Hamas, who displayed impressive military capabilities 

in the May 2021 war with Israel. And Tehran is reportedly trying to mend relations between Hamas and 

Damascus that got badly strained after the former sided with the Syrian opposition in the early days of 

the conflict. Apart from reaffirming commitment to the regional axis of resistance, the Syrian and Iranian 

leaders likely also wanted to tighten coordination in Syria now that the third pillar of the pro-Damascus 

camp, Russia, is spending so much political capital, diplomatic bandwidth, financial resources and mili-

tary might on the war in Ukraine that there are rumours of Moscow drawing down its presence in Syria. 
 

The Syrian government likely also wanted to send a clear political signal with president Assad’s visit to 

Iran. In recent months and years, Damascus has been normalising diplomatic relations with several arab 

states including Bahrain, the UAE and Jordan. A full diplomatic détente with Saudi Arabia has not yet 

been realised but is closer than generally appreciated, according to an Atlas Assistance source familiar 

with Saudi diplomacy in the Levant who notes that Syria’s full return to the Arab League in November 

is a real possibility. Just a few years ago, Riyadh, offered to normalise relations with Syria and cover the 

lion’s share of the reconstruction bill if Damascus cut ties with Iran and Hezbollah. The Syrian govern-

ment refused to betray the allies who helped it survive the war in favour of a state that until recently 

tried to overthrow president Assad. With Assad now managing to mend relations with the arab world 

despite the obstacles, the Syrian government may have seen it prudent to signal to the region that the 

arabs cannot take Damascus for granted and the latter will not abandon its arguably most reliable ally. 

From the Syrian government’s perspective, it is not about choosing either Iran or the arab states but 

about preserving the alliance with the former while simultaneously repairing and strengthening rela-

tions with the latter. While this of course is challenge, foreign policy in Baathist Syria has always been 

characterized by both stubborn commitment to strategic constants and extreme tactical flexibility.  
 

President Assad’s visit to Tehran not only meant to reaffirm regional geopolitical alignments. There 

were also very practical and immediate issues that Iran despite everything remains better positioned to 

assist with. Lost in the dense fog of analysis about the geopolitical significance of the visit, most media 

and think tanks missed the fact that president Assad and his Iranian partners also sealed an agreement 

to open a ‘new phase’ in Iranian credit lines to Syria. It was not exactly clear how much fresh credit 

would be allocated or for what goods. The first Iranian credit line to Syria was opened in mid-2013 and 

offered 3.6 billion USD for critical petrol imports after Syria’s domestic industry was crippled by war 

and sanctions. Iran opened another 1 billion USD credit line in 2015, but this time not only for importing 

petrol but also other essential goods and financing of various projects. After first the corona pandemic 

and then the Ukraine conflict have caused unprecedented upheaval in global oil markets, the petroleum 

situation in Syria is arguably the worst ever. And with Damascus’ alleged requests for arab petrostate 

support rejected due to fears of US sanctions and Russia distracted with the Ukraine war, Assad had 

nowhere to go to ask for credit for petrol and other imports but Iran. Paradoxically, US sanctions thus 

obstruct arab efforts to mend ties and gain influence with the Syrian government and thus indirectly 

keep Damascus wedded to Iran, which can maintain and even expand its influence on the ground.  
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Economic developments  

US eases sanctions in northern Syria 
On May 12th the US de facto eased its sanctions regime by permitting certain activities in certain sectors 

in certain parts of Syria. More specifically, the new ‘authorisation’ permits investments in 12 economic 

sectors in parts of Syria outside government control - agriculture, information and telecommunications, 

power grid infrastructure, construction, finance, clean energy, transportation and warehousing, water 

and waste management, health services, education, manufacturing, and trade. Crucially, the authorisa-

tion does not extend to investments in the oil and gas sector, which was granted a sanctions waiver 

under the Trump administration but which was not extended under president Biden. As such, invest-

ments in oil and gas remain subject to sanctions while buying Syrian petrol from the SDF apparently is 

not. The US government explained that the authorisation aims to facilitate stabilisation efforts like re-

storing basic services and rebuilding local economics to improve the dismal livelihoods that offer fertile 

soil for Islamic State recruitment. The US also emphasised that the de facto sanctions waiver for areas 

in northern Syria outside state control do not imply any change in American policy towards the Syrian 

government. The policy remains to keep sanctions in place and avoid normalisation of relations until 

there is ‘irreversible progress’ towards a political solution to the conflict in line with UNSCR 2254. 

The US authorisation however faces many challenges to precipitating an economic boom. One is that it 

is unclear to potential investors what exact areas are covered by the authorisation and which ones are 

not. In the north-west it seems that jihadist-controlled Idlib is not covered by the authorisation, but the 

status of rebel-held Afrin is unclear. The picture is equally blurred in the north-east where pro-govern-

ment forces and the SDF exercise de facto joint control of Hassakeh city and Qamishli as well as the 

surrounding road networks, begging the question if these are covered by the authorisation or not. The 

same issue applies to Aleppo where SDF controls Ashrafieh and Sheikh Maqsoud neighbourhoods, mak-

ing it unclear if a government-affiliated contractor can relocate to one of these areas and benefit from 

the authorisation. Apart from compliance concerns, another set of challenges concern simple economics. 

One is that the vast destruction of infrastructure has left all businesses struggling for survival amid ex-

tended electricity cuts, water shortages and telecommunications outages. Investments in agriculture are 

unfeasible amid an unprecedented drought, investments in telecommunications unfeasible in the ab-

sence of electricity and so on. Creating a profitable business is simply difficult in the absence of basic 

services. Moreover, the volatility of the Syrian pound will also discourage even bullish potential entre-

preneurs as their returns of investment will be at risk of more future deprecation of the Syrian currency. 

The third challenge to the sanctions authorisation precipitating an economic boom in northern Syria is 

the unstable security situation in both the north-western and north-eastern region. Rebel-held rural 

Aleppo in particular is mired in wanton criminality including ransom kidnappings and looting, while the 

SDF-held north-east faces regular Islamic State insurgent activity. If such threats are not enough to deter 

investors, there is also risk of conventional warfare. Damascus opposes the sanctions amendment be-

cause it entrenches the de facto partition of the country into distinct socio-political cantons while doing 

nothing for the majority of the population living under state control. Damascus may use conventional or 

asymmetric means to deter investments in other areas. Turkey also opposes the authorisation because 

it applies to the SDF-held north-east, seen by Ankara as a PKK terrorist statelet, and argues that the US 

has eased sanctions in parts of Syria outside the control of the opposition administration Washington 

recognises as the country’s legitimate government. Turkey’s new threats of another invasion also illus-

trate the risk of conventional flareups in the north-east. While investments create the healthy economies 

needed for stability, stability is also a requirement to attract investments. And stability currently seem 

to be in too short supply in northern Syria to attract investments despite the new US authorisation.    
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Humanitarian developments  

Brussels donors pledge billions for Syrians 
On May 9th -10th the EU hosted the sixth Brussels Conference on ‘Supporting the future of Syria and the 

region’. The conference serves political and humanitarian objectives. Politically, the conference and its 

hosts aim to ‘mobilise the international community in support of a comprehensive and credible political 

solution to the conflict in Syria, in line with UN Security Council Resolution 2254’ that calls for replacing 

the Syrian government with a fully empowered transitional authority. The explicit emphasis on long-

standing western policy, including non-recognition of the Syrian government, is why Damascus criti-

cised the conference for violating Syria’s sovereignty and hinging political demands to the humanitarian 

aspect. For the first time, Russia was not invited due to tensions with the EU over Ukraine and Iran was 

not invited either, meaning the pro-Damascus camp was not represented at all. The conference was also 

criticised from opposition supporters who argued that the dull reiteration of support for a political so-

lution according to UNSCR 2254 is meaningless as long as the EU, the US and other members of the 

international community are unwilling to invest the political, diplomatic and other resources necessary 

to achieve this. The ‘down-watering’ of the political significance of the conference was completed as the 

UN in spite of mediating the Syrian Constitutional Committee negotiations nominally aimed at achieving 

the elusive political solution only attended the conference as a participant, rather than as a sponsor as 

was the case in previous years. As such, in political terms, the conference was a non-event. 
 

The conference offered more substance on the humanitarian front as donors pledged 6.7 billion USD in 

funding. An EU commissioner framed this as a ‘very strong signal’ that the international community is 

ready to do ‘even more than before’. Programming organisations and beneficiaries did not agree with 

this assessment. Days before the conference, UN under-secretary-general for humanitarian affairs and 

disaster relief Martin Griffiths, UNHCR head Filippo Grandi, and UNDP head Achim Steiner had issued a 

joint statement requesting 10.5 billion USD in humanitarian funding for the Syria crisis this year: 4.4 

billion USD for assistance inside Syria under the Syria Humanitarian Response Plan (SHRP) and 6.1 bil-

lion USD for regional states under the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP). As such, pledges at 

the conference reached barely two-thirds of the amount appealed for. Moreover, of the 6.7 billion USD 

pledged, only 4.3 billion USD are earmarked for 2022 while the remaining 2.4 billion USD are for 2023 

‘and beyond’. The 4.3 billion USD pledged for 2022 equals just 40% of total requested funding. It is barely 

enough to cover the SHRP, the smaller of the two response plans with 4.4 billion USD in needed funding.  
 

Even if all funding pledged in Brussels is disbursed, it would require another donor conference of similar 

size later this year to ensure that humanitarian funding for the Syria crisis in 2022 reaches what the UN 

and partners have appealed for based on needs. As another conference is unlikely given widespread 

donor fatigue regarding Syria, 2022 is poised to be the sixth consecutive year that the SHRP and the 3RP 

are not even 65% funded. This is despite the 2021 3RP being the least funded of its kind at only 31% 

and even though humanitarian needs in Syria continue to rise to ever record-setting levels due to the 

Covid pandemic and a steadily worsening economic crisis exacerbated by sanctions and the Ukraine 

war. The main departure from previous years, however, is that the SHRP for 2022 allocates some 25% 

of all funding for 'early recovery' programming. This euphemism for ‘light’ reconstruction projects was 

added to the UN’s mandate in January at Russia’s request when the Security Council extended its au-

thorisation for cross-border aid deliveries into Syria. Damascus and Moscow are however frustrated 

with the slow pace of early recovery projects authorised six months ago as well as cross-frontlines de-

liveries authorised a year ago in respective UNSCR votes. Russia has therefore mulled vetoing the exten-

sion of the mandate for cross-border deliveries later this summer. Tellingly, Martin Griffiths himself 

explicitly warned in Brussels that getting early recovery projects underway is crucial to ensuring that 

the cross-border mandate gets renewed when it is put up for a vote in the UN Security Council in July. 
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Map of IDP and refugee flows  
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Map of aid deliveries   
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Map of access routes  
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Security developments 

Military personnel changes 
President Bashar al-Assad is implementing key personnel changes and reforms to the military, security 

and justice sectors, seemingly to turn a new page after the main phases of the war have been completed. 

On April 28th president Assad appointed Maj. Gen. Ali Mahmoud Abbas the new minister of defence to 

replace Lt. Gen. Ali Ayoub who reached the mandatory retirement age of 70. Two days later, Assad pro-

moted Abbas to the same rank as his predecessor and appointed Maj. Gen. Abdelkarim Ibrahim as the 

new army chief of staff with major Mufid Younes as the new deputy chief of staff (one among many with 

this title). One noteworthy aspect is that promoting Abbas to minister of defence marks a return to the 

traditional but unofficial state policy of appointing sunnis to top military positions. After Hafez al-Assad 

rose to the peak of power in Syria in 1970, the minister of defence and chief of staff have traditionally 

been sunni muslims. The former position was held Mustafa Tlas from 1972 to 2004 when he was re-

placed by fellow sunni Hassan Turkmani who held the position until 2009. Similarly, the chief of staff 

position was held by sunni Hikmat Chehabi from 1974-1998 and by Hassan Turkmani from 2002-2004. 
 

This historical but unofficial confessional logic in top military appointments was upset after the conflict 

began in 2011. The overt sectarianism by some opposition and rebel groups fuelled defections by sunni 

officers such as Mustafa Tlas’ son Firas and bred suspicions over the loyalties of the remaining. As a 

result, in 2011 christian chief of staff Daoud Rajha was appointed new minister of defence. After he died 

in a 2012 bombing, sunni chief of staff Fahd Jassem al-Freij was appointed new minister while alawite 

Ali Ayoub was made chief of staff. Freij served until 2018 when he was sacked for corruption and got 

replaced by Ayoub. Syria thus had its second alawite minister of defence in ten years after having only 

sunnis in the first 40 years after Hafez took power. Curiously, when Ayoub became minister, no new 

chief of staff was appointed and the post was vacant for four years. Reinstating a sunni as minister of 

defence likely aims to restore the policy of addressing allegations by domestic critics and regional rivals 

that the Syrian state is dominated by alawites and other minorities who discriminate against the sunni 

majority. It thus sends internal and external signals of Damascus’ desire for a détente with sunni stake-

holders. Filling the chief of staff position after a four-year vacancy also reflects a desire to reinstate the 

normal flow of promotions within the armed forces after years of war-related interruptions. 
 

Aside the sectarian logic of reinstating a sunni as minister of defence – and the youngest one in decades 

– the promotions likely also have publicity considerations in mind. Both minister of defence Abbas and 

chief of staff Ibrahim are unknown faces unencumbered by the controversial histories of other top mil-

itary and security officers in Syria. A sunni from rural Damascus, Abbas is a career tank officer but has 

apparently never commanded a unit in combat (possibly due to concerns about his loyalties as a sunni). 

He spent most of his career in various administrative positions, including a decade as head of the higher 

military academy. This career path has however made him uncontroversial and kept him off western 

sanction lists. His lack of combat experience is thus an asset allowing the Syrian state to project a fresh, 

clean image while simultaneously undermining Abbas’ authority within the armed forces vis-à-vis loy-

alist veterans like the new deputy chief of staff Mufid Younes, an alawite from Latakia who commanded 

the 5th Armoured Division. Similarly, new chief of staff Abdelkarim Ibrahim, although an alawite from 

Tartous and not a sunni, is a career officer from the Republican Guard who has most recently served in 

an anonymous administrative position in the ministry of defence, which has kept him out of controversy 

and off western sanctions lists. Notably, the promotions of Abbas and Ibrahim coincided with president 

Assad issuing a general amnesty for thousands of detainees convicted of terrorism and allegedly abused 

in prison, as well as the arrest of SAA soldier Amjad Youssef for his involvement in the 2013 Tadamon 

massacre that received widespread media coverage in April. As such, the promotions of Abbas and Ib-

rahim also seem part of a wider government campaign to enhance its image on the human rights front.  
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Map of security developments 

 

  

Coastal region: 
The frontline in north-eastern 
Latakia witnessed only limited 
hostilities in May and no air-
strikes, suggesting that no major 
offensive is looming. 

Central region:  
The Homs-Hama corridor wit-
nessed one suspected insurgent 
attack in May, while the Israeli air 
force once again bombed Masyaf. 

Idlib:  
Hostilities in and around Idlib 
continue on historically low lev-
els, even though Russian air 
strikes continue intermittently. 

North-eastern Syria: 
The situation in north-eastern Syria remains 
precarious amid intensive shelling along the 
frontlines, high rates of insurgent activity and 
fresh threats of a new Turkish invasion and of-
fensive targeting SDF-held areas in Hassakeh. 

Damascus:  
Rural Damascus witnessed only one IED at-
tack in May, which was surprisingly claimed 
by Islamic State, as well as another Israeli 
missile strike near Damascus Airport. 

Deraa:  
Deraa governorate continues 
to witness unusually high 
rates of asymmetric attacks 
with more than 50 incidents in 
May, as the government’s re-
sponse remains mute. 

Eastern Syria:  
Islamic State-led insurgent attacks against 
the SDF in Deir al-Zour dropped dramati-
cally in May for no obvious reason, while 
a fresh round of Israeli and US airstrikes 
targeted Iran-backed militias who re-
frained from responding amid new at-
tempts to revive the nuclear negotiations. 

Central desert:  
Pro-government forces launched another 
major combing operation against Islamic 
State cells in the central desert, especially 
the restive southern Raqqa countryside 
around Resafa and Maadan. 

Northern Aleppo:  
In northern Aleppo frontline hostilities is intensify-
ing even further as the Afrin Liberation Forces re-
emerged after a months-long hiatus and claimed 
multiple attacks against Turkish troops and allied 
rebels who responded with escalating artillery fire.  

Suwayda: 
In Suwayda governorate intermittent 
militia clashes, assassination attempts 
and kidnappings continue unabated as 
popular calls for the government to im-
prove the security situation go unheard. 
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Damascus and southern Syria  

Damascus and surroundings 
Going into June the security situation in Damascus city remains calm and stable after another month 

without major security incidents. The surrounding countryside was also calm over the past month as 

the wave of minor IED attacks witnessed in April largely discontinued in May. This may be coincidental 

as government security forces did not launch any significant counter-insurgency raids or announce any 

arrests of suspects linked to the April wave of IED attacks. Even more curiously, the one IED attack that 

did occur in rural Damascus in May did not go unclaimed as the April ones, and the assailant claiming 

responsibility was not even an insurgent group linked to mainstream rebel factions. Rather, after a dou-

ble roadside bombing on May 16th killed two members of the Baath Battalions and injured two others in 

Deir Khabiyeh in south-western rural Damascus, the Islamic State (IS) group claimed responsibility the 

next day. This was most surprising. Although Deir Khabiyeh is a former rebel stronghold once domi-

nated by the jihadist Jabhat al-Nusra and its successors, IS has never had a presence in the town and 

Atlas Assistance has recorded no insurgent attacks there in the past five years. Moreover, the IS media 

outlet al-Nabaa’s claim of responsibility did not add new information or photographic evidence of the 

attack beyond what was already circulating in the media. This gives reason to doubt that IS ‘core’ oper-

atives were actually responsible. Perhaps the attack was executed by the same insurgents responsible 

for all the unclaimed April attacks and IS simply saw an opportunity to take credit for an IED no one else 

would. In any case, the insurgent threat remains limited and concentrated in southern rural Damascus. 

Rural Damascus also witnessed many more minor incidents that were unrelated to insurgent activity. 

For example, on May 3rd a gunman shot dead an off-duty Syrian army soldier in Wadi Barada north-west 

of the capital as revenge for a personal dispute and not out of pro-opposition sentiment. Similarly, the 

next day an assailant threw a hand grenade at a crowd in Daf al-Chok area in Damascus due to a dispute 

of equally obscure origin. On the 7th a personal dispute between to affiliates of Iran-backed shiite militias 

escalated into clashes at the shiite holy shrine in Set Zainab that left seven people dead, including inno-

cent bystanders. And on May 15th a gunman opened fire and threw a grenade at another person in 

Qalamoun, also over a personal dispute. Such incidents are getting increasingly common in Syria as 

deepening socio-economic hardship makes ordinary Syrians more prone to violence and crime. 

Meanwhile, Israel continues to carry out strikes in the countryside surrounding the Syrian capital. The 

dynamics, however, are changing as a result of deteriorating Israeli-Russian relations. On May 20th Is-

raeli force in the occupied Golan Height launched surface-to-surface missiles at multiple targets near 

Damascus International Airport. The strikes killed three Syrian army soldiers, one civilian airport staffer 

and caused a fire in the airport itself. The strikes came hours after the Israeli military claimed that Iran 

and Hezbollah use Damascus Airport for shipping Iranian missiles to Lebanon. The missile strike tar-

geted one such alleged shipment as well as a Syrian army air-defence battalion near the airport. As such, 

the targets and the location followed established patterns of Israeli strikes in Syria. But the tactics did 

not. In the Damascus Airport strike as well as the May 11th Israeli bombing of targets in Quneitra gover-

norate, surface-to-surface weapons were used rather than aircraft. The Israeli military’s apparent sus-

pension of the use of aircraft in Damascus and southern Syria in favour of surface-launched munitions 

comes in tandem with deteriorating relations between Tel Aviv and Moscow mainly over the war in 

Ukraine. Indeed, Russian S-300 air-defence systems helped fend off an Israeli airstrike in Hama in mid-

May (see more below) for the first time in years. Russia’s newfound will to support the Syrian army in 

repelling Israeli airstrikes may explain why Tel Aviv is avoiding the risk of having a plane downed and 

a pilot captured by instead resorting to surface-to-surface munitions that carry no such risk. If this 

change of tactics to mitigate rising Russian assertiveness is lasting remains to be seen. 
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Southern Syria 
Going into June the security situation in southern Syria remains unchanged and precarious. Deraa is still 

mired in wanton violence with more than 50 asymmetric attacks in May for the second consecutive 

month. The northern insurgent hotspot zone suffered around 12 attacks, including four assassinations 

in Jassim and two roadside bombings targeting pro-government forces. Even worse, the eastern insur-

gent zone witnessed more than 15 attacks in May, including the assassination of a mayor and a local 

Baathist leader in Nuaimeh town, an ambush on a Syrian army convoy in the same town, and at least 

four assassinations of reconciled ex-rebels now attached to pro-government forces. The western insur-

gent hotspot zone extending from the provincial capital to the south-western countryside is however 

the most unstable, with more than 22 incidents reported in May. Former rebels remain the most prolific 

target groups in the region and accounted for two IED assassination attempts in Deraa city as well as 

multiple assassinations at gunpoint in Muzairib, Tafas, Nawa, Tal Shihab and elsewhere.  
 

With around 100 total incidents combined, April and May have set a new record for the highest number 

of asymmetric attacks in Deraa in any two-month period since the governorate came under state control 

four years ago. In defiance of the wave of attacks, government officials stop short of admitting that the 

situation is not good and the security services still carry out barely any raids to detain the perpetrators 

of the many bombings and killings. As explained in our May report, the fact that former rebels are the 

most targeted group and alleged drug dealers also constitute a significant share of victims may render 

the status quo tolerable for the Syrian state. Not only that, recent opposition media reports have en-

trenched long-held suspicions among government critics that state security apparatuses are involved in 

some of the killings. In early May the Ahrar Houran Gathering opposition group published WhatsApp 

voice notes and screenshots of WhatsApp messages purportedly showing that a local Air Force Intelli-

gence officer identified by the alias ‘Abu Wael’ provides money and weapons to a hit squad tasked with 

assassinating former opposition figures in eastern rural Deraa. One of Abu Wael’s alleged hitmen known 

as Badr Shahine was recently detained by the remnants of the 5th Corps 8th Brigade made up of former 

rebels from the Busra al-Sham area and commanded by Ahmad Awdah. The sensitive WhatsApp content 

comes from Shahine’s phone and the 8th Brigade is likely the source for the Ahrar Houran Gathering’s 

publications. However, the WhatsApp content has not been verified and seemingly not even shared in 

its supposedly original form with any other platform than the Ahrar Houran Gathering. 
 

Meanwhile, after many months of calm, Quneitra witnessed a new string of seemingly insurgent-related 

incidents. On May 1st a roadside bombing targeted a Syrian army bus in Rafid in southern rural Quneitra, 

although it is unclear if it caused any casualties. Nine days later, security forces discovered and safely 

defused another IED planted in the exact same area. On May 15th another IED targeted another SAA 

convoy in nearby Ghadir al-Bustan, while two days later yet another roadside bomb was discovered and 

dismantled in nearby Nabi al-Sakher town. Since no group has claimed responsibility for any of the in-

cidents, it is unknown if they were perpetrated by a new insurgent group in Quneitra or by elements 

already enjoying an established presence in south-western rural Damascus of western rural Deraa.  
 

Finally, Suwayda governorate also remains mired in organised crime and violence among various local 

armed groups operating under a thin veneer of legality and legitimacy. After lying low for a couple of 

months, the Raji Falhout Group reappeared on May 7th when it ‘detained’ nearly two dozen people from 

Deraa to exchange them for a car stolen from a Suwayda local by a Deraa-based gang. Raji Falhout Group 

called it an arrest, Deraawis called it a kidnapping. Whatever the appropriate label, the blunt tactic 

worked as the stolen car was soon returned and the detainees promptly released. Just 11 days later the 

Raji Falhout Group raided Masaken al-Kahraba area in Suwayda city in another self-styled law enforce-

ment operation targeting alleged criminals, which escalated into clashes in the neighbourhood. Clashes 

involving other local militias and clansmen also erupted in Qanawat and Malah towns, as the recent calls 

by local activists to stem the security instability in Suwayda have yet to be heard in Damascus.  
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Coastal and central Syria  

Coastal Syria 
Going into June the military and security situation in the coastal region remains unchanged and stable. 

The region saw no insurgent activity in May and conventional hostilities remain confined to the frontline 

in the mountains in north-eastern rural Latakia. There were no Russian airstrikes reported in May, and 

exchanges of artillery shelling and ground skirmishes remain limited to the same levels seen in April. 

There is no sign that either side is planning an escalation that would upset the status quo anytime soon.  

Central Syria 
The security situation is shifting in central Syria amid changing patterns of insurgent activity and Israeli 

airstrikes. For the first time in 2022, there are now signs of insurgent activity in the Homs-Hama corri-

dor, specifically the region straddling the administrative border between the two governorates that was 

once a stronghold for a range of rebel factions. On May 7th suspected insurgents assassinated a recon-

ciled ex-rebel now attached to the military intelligence directorate in Zaafaranah town located near the 

former rebel stronghold of Talbisah in northern rural Homs. The killing bore many similarities to the 

wave of assassinations ravaging formerly rebel-held areas in Deraa. It also took place just 10 days after 

two men had been abducted and executed in nearby Jourat al-Zaaqa village, although it is not clear that 

they are related. These were the first potential signs of insurgent activity in the Homs-Hama corridor 

since gunmen assassinated an alleged government intelligence informant in Talbisah in December, but 

the state authorities have apparently not made any arrests yet in connection to the latest killings. 

Meanwhile, in the central desert pro-government forces continue to maintain the momentum and stay 

on the offensive in the battle against the scattered Islamic State (IS) groupings roaming the desert. As 

mentioned in our May report, the IS insurgency against pro-government forces in the central desert is 

currently concentrated in the southern Raqqa countryside, specifically the belt from Resafa to Maadan 

town. Not only did his area witness most of the few IS attacks against pro-government forces but also 

more Russian airstrikes against jihadist cells than either southern rural Aleppo, eastern rural Homs, and 

north-western rural Deir al-Zour. Southern rural Raqqa also witnessed the two most significant deploy-

ments of pro-government ground forces. In mid-May Iran-backed militias sent additional fighters to 

Ghanem al-Ali town near Maadan to shore up defensive positions amid lingering IS activity in the area. 

The main deployment, however, came one week later when the Syrian army’s 25th Special Tasks Division 

(formerly known as the Tiger Forces) sent massive reinforcements to the central desert and launched a 

major combing operation for IS cells starting in Resafa and extending all the way to Sukhna in eastern 

rural Homs and eastern rural Hama, where the Russian air force had recently engaged jihadist ground 

units after months of absence. Deploying the Syrian army’s premier offensive unit to comb the central 

desert also strongly indicates that there are no plans for a campaign in Idlib anytime soon. 

Finally, the Israeli air force again bombed the scientific studies and research centre (SSRC) in Masyaf in 

western rural Hama on May 13th. This was the second Israeli strike on the institution in just five weeks, 

after a similar raid was carried out on April 9th. This time, however, it proved much harder for Israel to 

achieve its objective. In the first wave of airstrikes, all the missiles except one were intercepted by air-

defence systems, leaving the Israeli jets with just one hit on the SSRC. The exact same scenario unfolded 

when another squadron carried out a second of wave of airstrikes, and it was only in the third wave that 

the Israeli aircraft scored the intended hits. In total, 16 of 22 Israeli missiles were intercepted. Notably, 

Russia S-300 air-defence systems reportedly took part in repelling the attack and were crucial to the 

high number of interceptions. This is a strong signal that the growing Israeli-Russian divergence over 

Ukraine is prompting Moscow to adopt a more activist stance against Israeli airstrikes in Syria.   
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North-western Syria  

Aleppo and surroundings 
Going into June the security situation in and around Aleppo city is once again calm and stable after the 

tense stand-off between the Syrian army and the SDF over the sieges of the city’s Sheikh Maqsoud and 

Ashrafieh neighbourhoods was resolved in late April. There were no insurgent attacks, clashes or rocket 

fire seen in the city over the past month and the current status quo is expected to continue in June. 

Northern Aleppo countryside 
Going into June, northern rural Aleppo continues to get increasingly unstable as conventional military 

hostilities between Turkish-backed rebels and kurdish militias escalated along the frontlines. It has now 

become clear that the nebulous militia known as the Afrin Liberation Forces (ALF) is responsible for 

much of the recent escalation on the kurdish side. After having claimed only one insurgent attack against 

Turkish troops and allied rebels in northern rural Aleppo in six months between November 1st 2021 and 

April 30th 2022, the group suddenly became active over the past month. On May 2nd ALF guerrillas fired 

either anti-tank guided missiles or guided artillery shells at a Turkish military base near Kaljabrin, that 

killed at least two Turkish soldiers and injured two others. Two days later ALF also claimed responsi-

bility for ambushing a rebel convoy, shelling the vicinity of Aza government hospital, and assassinating 

a rebel figure in Marea.  Between May 6th and 11th, ALF claimed another handful of operations, including 

shelling al-Bab, sniping at rebel at Marea, and clashing with Turkish-backed factions on various fronts. 

The sudden reappearance of the Afrin Liberation Forces - which was likely also behind the kurdish part 

of the escalation that began in April – after six months of hiatus defies easy explanation. There has been 

no recent shift in Turkish strategy in northern Syria nor the pace of human rights abuses perpetrated 

by Ankara’s rebel allies against the native kurds in Afrin that could explain ALF’s sudden reactivation. 

The group emerged in the aftermath of the 2018 Turkish invasion and occupation of the kurdish-major-

ity Afrin district in north-western rural Aleppo and its explicit goal is to liberate the region. The group 

is sometimes speculated to be a front for the SDF, so it can attack Turkish troops and rebels in Aleppo 

with a level of deniability suitable to the SDF’s American sponsor, a NATO ally of Turkey. There is how-

ever little hard evidence to support this claim and the fact that the kurds in Aleppo have at most weak 

linguistic and political links to their SDF-/PKK-affiliated brethren in north-eastern Syria makes it im-

plausible. Another reading is that ALF is tied to and directed from Damascus. The Aleppo kurds have 

historically been more oriented towards Damascus and far less prone to PKK ideology and separatism 

than those in the north-east. Moreover, some of ALF’s weapons like anti-tank guided missiles are alleg-

edly identical to models the Syrian army has received from Russia. ALF could thus be a proxy for the 

Syrian and Russia governments to strike Turkey and the rebels with plausible deniability whenever it is 

convenient. It arguably is so now, as Turko-Russian relations are straining further over the war in 

Ukraine specifically and a potential greenlight from Ankara to have Sweden and Finland join NATO. Re-

gardless of who sponsors ALF and how much agency it has, its sudden wave of attacks prompted a cor-

responding escalation in daily Turkish and rebel artillery bombardment of towns across northern rural 

Aleppo. The escalation is likely to continue in June given the current trends in Syria and Ukraine. 

Idlib governorate and surroundings 
Going into June the situation in and around Idlib remains unchanged and stable compared to previous 

years. Shelling and skirmishes remain confined to the frontlines in southern and eastern Idlib and con-

tinue at the same levels as in April. Similarly, Russian airstrikes continued in May at the same levels with 

isolated raids targeting villages in southern Idlib. Thus, Turkey’s decision in May to close its airspace to 

Russian aircraft operating in Syria led neither to a reduction or escalation in Russian air activity in Idlib. 
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North-eastern Syria 

The north-eastern border area 
Going into June the military and security situation in north-eastern Syria remains unchanged as the 

surges in frontline violence and insurgent activity that began in April continued throughout May. Turk-

ish forces and allied rebels continue to bombard SDF positions on a daily basis in the two flashpoints 

north of Ain Issa in northern rural Raqqa and north of Tal Tamr in northern rural Hassakeh. Some days 

the shelling is limited to just one or two towns while others as many as a dozen villages get bombed with 

no clearly discernible pattern. In contrast to northern Aleppo where non-SDF kurdish militias take part 

in the bombardment (see more above), in north-eastern Syria the SDF does not shell or attack Turkish 

troops or their rebel allies to any major extent. This gives validity to the theory that the conflict dynamics 

between Turkish-led forces and kurdish militias are different between the north-west and the north-

east. However, although shelling continues on a near-daily basis at Ain Issa and north of Tal Tamr, 

ground skirmishes remain remarkably rare. In fact, intra-rebel tensions rooted in factional or tribal dif-

ferences escalate into clashes more regularly than skirmishes erupt between the rebels and SDF.  
 

The relative absence of ground clashes along the frontlines should not be taken for a guarantee that no 

major escalation can happen soon. On May 3rd Turkish president Erdogan mulled plans to return another 

1 million refugees into the Turkish-held safe zone in north-eastern Syria as well as parts of rural Aleppo. 

The repatriation plan was soon coupled with explicit Turkish threats to invade an occupy new SDF-held 

areas in the north-east like Amouda, Dabasiya and Malikiyah to expand the Turkish-controlled safe zone. 

The Syrian, Russian and American governments as well as the SDF all protested Turkish president Er-

dogan’s plans for an another, supposedly imminent, invasion in northern Syria. Both Russian and Amer-

ican aircraft launched intense overflights along the border, including both surveillance and combat air-

craft. Russian aircraft even carried out a rare airstrike against Turkish-backed rebels near Tal Abyad 

inside the safe zone to signal Moscow’s disapproval of a Turkish offensive. According to Atlas Assistance 

sources, claims of localised withdrawals of Russian troops from areas in the north circulating in Syrian 

opposition media and sympathetic outlets in the west are unfounded. Moreover, SDF has also fortified 

its positions around the most exposed areas in the north-east, like Ain Issa, the M4 highway and the 

northern Tal Tamr countryside. In anticipation of escalation, hundreds of families have begun fleeing 

the Tal Tamr area, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights and Syrian state media report. Remarkably, 

however, so far there have been no major deployments of Turkish troops or allied rebels in the north-

east indicating that a new offensive is imminent. That could change later in June, but at the moment the 

risk of a new Turkish invasion in the north-east seems lower than the high-pitch threats imply. 
 

The rise in anti-SDF insurgent attacks in the north-east that began in April however continues unabated. 

Islamic State cells and other insurgent elements carried out more than 15 asymmetric attacks against 

the SDF in north-eastern Syria in May. The wave of attacks continues to cover the entire area between 

Raqqa city and the Iraqi border east of Hassakeh city. SDF suffered roadside bombings and checkpoint 

ambushes in Raqqa city and its northern, eastern and southern countryside. SDF also suffered attacks 

in Hassakeh city and practically all corners of the surrounding countryside. The most insurgency-ridden 

part of Hassakeh is however the southern countryside along the Khabur River where SDF convoys and 

checkpoints between Merkada and Shaddadi remain particularly exposed. The towns along the river 

witnessed not only three roadside bombings and ambushes but even a mortar attack on a coalition base 

near Shaddadi on May 16th. The attack apparently caused neither casualties nor meaningful material 

damage and was not claimed by anyone. In addition to these attacks, suspected Islamic State cells also 

carried out at least six assassinations of Syrian IDPs and Iraqi refugees in the Hawl camp. Notably, the 

assassinations took place after the SDF in early May carried out raids and arrested dozens of suspects 

in another ill-fated attempt to promote some more sustainable security improvements in the camp.  
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Eastern Syria  

Deir al-Zour governorate 
Going into June the security situation in Deir al-Zour remains unstable amid persistent insurgent activ-

ity, increasingly common clashes between the SDF and tribal villagers under its control, and renewed 

hostilities between Iran-backed forces on one side and Israel and the US on the other. Unexpectedly, the 

intensity of insurgent activity in Deir al-Zour declined in May compared to April with only 15 incidents 

seen over the past month compared to 30 the month before. It is not clear what is behind this sudden 

drop. It could either be coincidental or a structural result of an unusually large number of counter-in-

surgency raids by the SDF and coalition personnel. Between April 26th and May 31st, SDF and coalition 

forces carried out more than 15 raids in insurgent hotspots like Abu Hammam, Jerthi, and Shuhail towns 

south of the provincial capital as well as villages on the Khabur River in the north-eastern countryside. 

Numerous arrests were made but it is not clear how many or if they are the reason for the drop in anti-

SDF insurgency in May. In any case, SDF-affiliated targets suffered only nine attacks in May, a 66% drop 

compared to April. Apart from the low number, all other aspects of the attacks followed usual patterns. 

Insurgent activity remains even lower on the western bank of the Euphrates, where Islamic State cells 

focus on areas deeper in the desert. The region did however suffer a significant attack on May 5th when 

an IED exploded in Kharita town south-west of the provincial capital and killed low-level military intel-

ligence officer Mousa Nisafi from Masyaf. Surprisingly, the bomb assassination was claimed by a brand 

new Free Syrian Army-affiliated opposition insurgent group named The Revolutionaries Division in the 

Land of Deir al-Zour’. This previously unknown group was apparently only formed on April 20th when 

it created a telegram channel where its formation was announced as it claimed its first insurgent attack 

against pro-government forces in al-Bukamal. That supposed incident was however not reported even 

by opposition media so it is doubtful if it took place. Moreover, the group only has 12 followers on Tel-

egram and has made only one post in May. Moreover, there is practically no history of opposition insur-

gency in Deir al-Zour as the last guerrilla attack against pro-government forces in the governorate that 

was claimed by a Free Syrian Army-linked group took place in 2020. Moreover, the claim of responsibil-

ity did not include any additional details beyond what was reported in social media nor any photo-

graphic evidence. It seems more likely that Nisafi was killed by rivals within the patchwork of pro-gov-

ernment forces in Deir al-Zour. He drove his car to a local shop in Kharita and went in to buy something. 

In the meantime, the assailants planted the IED on or next to the car, and then remote-detonated it when 

Nisafi exited the shop and got back into the vehicle. This indicates that the perpetrators carefully chose 

Nisafi as the target and had eyes on him. An opposition insurgent group with such capabilities would 

have picked a more important target than someone ranked the equivalent of warrant officer/assistant 

officer. It therefore seems more likely that Nisafi was assassinated as part of ongoing rivalries between 

various pro-government elements in the armed forces and intelligence services with competing eco-

nomic interests in the local economy or differing loyalties to Damascus, Moscow or Teheran. 

Finally, hostilities between Iran-linked forces on one side and the US and Israel on the other resumed 

after a months-long hiatus. On May 1st US aircraft bombed Iran-backed militias in their strongholds at 

Mayadeen and Asharah towns while six days later alleged Israeli planes bombed the Hawijah Katea is-

land located in the Euphrates at the centre of Deir al-Zour city. Remarkably, Iranian forces and their 

allied militias did not respond to the airstrikes. Perhaps they didn’t want to disturb the EU and Qatar’s 

recent attempts to revive the nuclear negotiations that stalled after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine. 

These attempts were however disturbed on May 22nd when an Iranian general was assassinated in Te-

heran by a suspected Mossad unit. Should the nuclear negotiations get derailed once again, Iran and its 

allies in Deir al-Zour will likely see little incentive not to retaliate for future Israeli or US airstrikes. 
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Future developments 

Political developments 
The Astana track sponsors Russia, Turkey and Iran are planning to reconvene in the Kazakh capital in 

mid-June along with other states and organisations invited as participants or observers. It will be the 

first Astana format summit since December and aims to break the diplomatic deadlock after another 

disappointing round of negotiations in the Syrian Constitutional Committee (SCC). UN envoy Geir Peder-

sen hosted another round of the SCC 45-member ‘mini body’ in late May but the session expectedly failed 

to yield a breakthrough. Notably, despite its recent overhaul, the Syrian opposition delegation was di-

vided even prior to the negotiations as some members wanted to demand a clear deadline for wrapping 

up the negotiations while other members opposed this move. With the opposition disagreeing with it-

self, it was no surprise it could not agree with the government delegation on anything of importance. 

With two fruitless SCC rounds held this year after Pedersen adopted his new ‘step-by-step’ approach, it 

is little wonder the Astana format sponsors decided to host a summit to discuss the potential for break-

ing the peace track deadlock. However, with Russia and Turkey divided over Ukraine and Moscow and 

Tehran seemingly not on the same page over the nuclear negotiations, it seems unlikely that the 18th 

Astana summit will bring more substantial progress than any of the most recent ten rounds did.  
 

Security developments  
The current military and security status quo will likely continue in June. The deployment of the Syrian 

army’s 25th Division (the Tiger Forces) to central Syria for anti-IS combing operations supports our anal-

ysis that no pro-government offensive in Idlib is planned anytime soon. Meanwhile, Turkey is once again 

threatening to launch another invasion in rural Aleppo or in north-eastern Syria to expand its safe zone. 

While president Erdogan is incentivised by domestic issues, sending a signal to perceived pro-kurdish 

Sweden and Finland wanting to join NATO and presidential elections next year, it is very unlikely Turkey 

can obtain Russian or US approval. What Turkey can ‘give’ Russia is worth less than what Moscow will 

lose geopolitically from an expanded and entrenched Turkish military presence in northern Syria to the 

detriment of the Kremlin’s relations with the SDF. Similarly, the US recently doubled down on its com-

mitment to the SDF-held zone by including it in the OFAC authorisation for eased sanctions and has 

warned Ankara not to launch another invasion This clearly suggests that there is little or no US appetite 

for another Turkish offensive in the north that would drive the SDF deeper into the arms of Russia. Joint 

US-Russian opposition is likely why there have so far been little hard evidence that a Turkish invasion 

somewhere in the north is imminent. Most likely, therefore, conventional hostilities along the main 

frontlines in northern Syria will continue along their current patterns and mainly be stand-off shelling.  
 

Beyond the north-west and the north-east, the security situation in most other parts of Syria will stay 

defined by insurgent activity. Although the number of IED attacks in rural Damascus declined in May 

compared to April, government forces have apparently not apprehended the culprits, so intermittent 

small attacks will likely continue in June. Deraa has just set a new record for the number of asymmetric 

attacks in a two-month period with nearly 100 incidents and the wave shows no signs of abating. Gov-

ernment security forces carry out next to no raids in search of the perpetrators, and state intelligence 

services are even accused by opposition media of being involved in some of the instability. Insurgency 

also seems to be on the rise in Quneitra, which after a four-month hiatus suffered five IED attacks in 

May. With no suspects seemingly arrested yet, this string of incidents may also continue in June. Insur-

gency will likely remain relatively under control in the central desert as long as pro-government ground 

forces and the Russian air force keep the scattered Islamic State cells on the defensive. In contrast, In-

surgent activity will likely continue in rural Raqqa, Hassakeh and Deir al-Zour where Islamic State cells 

lead a guerrilla campaign against the SDF, which is struggling to put a sustainable end to the attacks. 
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Our services in Syria 

 

Analytical services 

 Syria Monthly Report: 25-35 pages covering all political, economic, 

humanitarian, and security developments in Syria as well as delivering a 

range of future forecasts and highly detailed maps. 

  

 Syria Live Alerts: A 24/7 live feed with alerts of all security incidents, 

instant assessments of ongoing developments as well as analysis and 

maps of notable events/trends across Syria.  
 

 Tailored area reports: 20-50 pages covering local developments, 

threats, maps, forecasts and practical security recommendations. 
 

 

Consultancy services 

 Security and emergency plans: Full design/review of Syria security and 

emergency plans. Includes security situation, threats, maps, responsibilities, 

guidelines, SOPs, templates, and emergency response plans. 
 

 Risk assessments: Assessments of risks in Syria relating to an 

organisation’s operational context, sites, movements, and staff. Final 

report with findings and practical recommendations for 

improvements.  

 

Field visit/delegation support: Assessments of and recommend-

dations for planned routes and visits. Also includes a briefing email 

with latest updates and standby support during the entire trip. 

 

Training services 

Security and emergency management: A two-day course hosting 

up to 12 participants. Day one includes a long range of tailored 

security management workshops, while day two takes participants 

through various realistic emergency management simulations. 
 

 Personal security training: A two-day course hosting up to 15 

participants. Day one focusing on personal security awareness, threat 

exposure, and best practise responses, while day two is fully 

dedicated to practical outdoor scenario simulations. 
  

 Personal security training for partner staff: A two-day course 

hosting up to 15 local Syrian partner staff. Day one focusing on field 

security awareness, local threats, and best practise responses, while 

day two is fully dedicated to practical outdoor scenario simulations.  

About us 

Atlas Assistance is a small dedi-

cated company supporting a long 

range of humanitarian, diplo-

matic and commercial actors 

across the Middle East from our 

office in Beirut. 

We are specialised in delivering 

analytical and security solutions 

based on a deep understanding 

of local contexts and what actu-

ally works on the ground.  

 

For more information about our 

work, please visit our website: 

www.atlasassistance.org 
 
 

For specific requests, please 
send us an email: 

contact@atlasassistance.org 

 

 

LinkedIn Twitter 

file:///C:/Users/Martin%20Krastrup/Downloads/www.atlasassistance.org
https://twitter.com/AtlasAssistance
https://www.linkedin.com/company/atlas-assistance/
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