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International negotiations to reach a political settlement in Syria have resumed, although serious challenges
remain to reaching a political settlement. The talks follow two weeks of a “cessation of hostilities” in
which the Russian air campaign in Syria decreased notably, though it did not entirely cease.’ Putin
announced that he would withdraw some airframes from Syria on March 15, incentivizing both Assad and the
opposition to engage in Geneva.” Major opposition demands such as the removal of Syrian President Bashar
al Assad from office have not been met, however, and Syrian regime officials have not conceded that there
should be an immediate release of political prisoners.” Reaching a political deal in Geneva under these
conditions will therefore be difficult. The conditions in which the Geneva negotiations are taking place still
strongly favor the regime, indicating that a transitional government, if formed, likely will fail to reconcile most
Sunni armed actors with the government. The result could actually increase the jihadist threat while miring the
U.S. and regional states in political turmoil in Damascus.

The opposition delegation attending the negotiations in Geneva does not actually speak for most of the armed
opposition groups with power inside Syria. As such, it cannot enforce its own decisions. The HNC agreed to
attend the current round of talks only after “[consulting] the armed factions,” demonstrating that it seeks the
advice and requires the cooperation of powerful armed opposition groups.” The HNC does include
numerous armed factions, including the powerful Damascus-based group Jaysh al Islam, but many other
powerful armed factions were not present at the meeting in Riyadh that created the HNC. The apparent
consent of non-HNC armed groups to the HNC’s attendance at the talks is an important step, but it does not
necessarily indicate that the groups will abide by a HNC decision if it compromises on certain issues such as
regime change. Powerbrokers within the opposition will ultimately determine whether fighting resumes. The
risk of an ongoing insurgency against Assad or a transitional government is high, and irreconcilable groups
such as al Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate Jabhat al Nusra have the intent and capability to spoil any deal, both in the

short and long term.

Jabhat al Nusra is poised to capitalize on further Sunni alienation in Syria, increasing the threat it poses to the
American homeland. Jabhat al Nusra is a strong and capable battlefield force, whose contributions to the war
against the Assad regime have allowed it to build a complex network of relationships with Syrian armed
groups. It uses this prestige to isolate and eliminate, when possible, groups that receive American support
or refuse to tolerate its own ideology.” It openly opposes the negotiations and has accused the opposition
delegation of treason.” It is capable of spoiling a political agreement through spectacular attacks or
other forms of escalation, and likely will do so. ISIS is also capable of acting as a spoiler, and likely will seek to
exploit Sunni alienation to cement its control over populations in eastern Syria.

Creating a partner from Syria’s armed opposition will be difficult, however. This opposition remains diverse and
fractious in the sixth year of the war. Opposition groups frequently merge and disassociate, producing a
dynamic churn that makes understanding the opposition challenging and developing policies to support the
opposition difficult. The opposition is highly unlikely to cohere into a stable, unified structure in the near future
without significant outside support and leadership. Ongoing meetings between major armed factions in Turkey
to create a unified opposition body show some promise, but failures to do so in the past indicate that we
should be hesitant to trust newly declared structures, which are often penetrated by Jabhat al Nusra
and similar elements."" Developing a strategy to defeat Salafi Jihadi groups in Syria will almost certainly
continue to face the challenge that no one armed actor speaks for even a plurality of the Syrian Sunni
population that opposes the Assad regime. Nevertheless, there are identifiable powerful groups that shape
general trends within the armed opposition and play leading roles in military operations and governance. Some
of these groups offer the U.S. an opportunity to build an indigenous Sunni partner to defeat ISIS and al Qaeda in
Syria, but only if the U.S. applies leadership, works smartly, and allocates sufficient resources.
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Groups affiliated with the moderate Free Syrian Army are still active on the battlefield, and some are even
powerbrokers with the ability to define military success or failure on the battlefield, as this report will
demonstrate. These groups are natural American allies and offer opportunities to counter both ISIS and al Qaeda
in the near term. Their presence is now bifurcated, however, between northern and southern Syria. In the south,
moderates are strong and have tried to build more effective coordination mechanisms."" In the north, however,
moderates largely play an auxiliary role to more powerful groups. Northern Syria hosts key terrain including
Aleppo, Syria’s largest city, and is a valuable source of leverage that jihadist groups seek to capture. Alone, the
moderates are an insufficient ally, even if the U.S. could unite them. The U.S. therefore must consider the
remainder of the armed groups on the battlefield in order to develop a plan to leverage local forces in a

reinvigorated campaign to destroy both ISIS and al Qaeda in Syria.

This report assesses the most powerful Syrian armed opposition groups on the battlefield as of March 16, 2016
and details key aspects of each group, including the group’s leadership and perspective on Jabhat al-Nusra, that will
need to inform American strategies in Syria. The armed groups examined in this report include groups that
currently receive American support, groups that are potential American allies, and groups allied to al Qaeda in
Syria that stand to gain additional power in the next year. This report updates part of the assessment of the
armed opposition that ISW released in October 2015, titled “Syrian Opposition Guide,”™ which detailed
all prominent armed opposition groups in Syria at the time. The report also lays the foundation for an
upcoming report that outlines the requirements to produce a Sunni partner in Syria as a component of any
course of action to destroy ISIS and al Qaeda in Syria.

i. Genevieve Casagrande, “Russian airstrikes in Syria: February 27-March 7, 2016,” Institute for the Study of War, March 10,
2016, http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2016/03/russian-airstrikes-in-syria-february-27.html.

ii. Neil MacFarquhar and Anne Barnard, “First Russian jets leave Syria after Putin’s withdrawal order,” New York Times, March
15, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/16/world/europe/russia-syria.html.

iii. For an assessment of the opposition’s political demands, see: Genevieve Casagrande with Jennifer Cafarella, “The Syrian
Opposition’s Political Demands,” Institute for the Study of War, December 29, 2015, http://www.understandingwar.org/
backgrounder/syrian-opposition%E2%80%99s-political-demands.

iv. Tom Miles, “Syrian opposition says truce breaches may preclude peace talks,” Reuters, March 7, 2016, http://uk.reuters.com/
article/uk-mideast-crisis-syria-hijab-idUKKCNoWgIJU.

v. Jennifer Cafarella, Harleen Gambhir, and Katherine Zimmerman, “U.S. Grand Strategy: Destroying ISIS and al Qaeda,
Report Three. Jabhat al Nusra and ISIS: Sources of Strength,” Institute for the Study of War and American Enterprise Institute,
February 2016, http://www.understandingwar.org/report/jabhat-al-nusra-and-isis-sources-strength.

vi. “Al Nusra Front leader condemns Saudi’s Syria Talks,” al Jazeera, December 13, 2015, http://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2015/12/al-nusra-front-leader-condemns-saudi-syria-talks-15121221044194.6 . html.

vii. [“Gathering in Turkey to unite Syrian opposition factions”], al Jazeera, March 15, 2016, http://www.aljazeera.net/news/
arabic/2016/3/15/%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D8%A8%DE8%AA%DE%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%
D8%A7-%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%AD%D9%8A%DE%AF-%D9%81%D8%B5r%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%84-%D8%
A7%D9%84%D9g%85%D8%B9%D8E%A7%D8E8%B1%D8%B6%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9g%88%D8%B1%D9g%8A
%D8%A9.

viii.  Jennifer Cafarella, “Rebels Launch New Offensive in Southern Syria,” Institute for the Study of War, July 2, 2015, http://
iswresearch.blogspot.com/2015/0%/rebels-launch-new-offensive-in-southern.html.

ix. Jennifer Cafarella and Genevieve Casagrande, “Syrian Opposition Guide,” Institute for the Study of War, October 7, 2015,
http://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/syrian-opposition-guide.

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG 7




Qarda &'

<
Baniyas @
(

Tri : '

0
BAN

KEY

‘.\ - =
I—bank ”
e

3

Al Hasakah

N
{ \

/" Deir ez-ZorLl,

A
D
“\

™

1
ot
AT s
= / :
NN
50 iy
LS <
e

s Highway
Major route
——— Main road

B Major cities
® Other cities

) o5 50 100 miles

SYRIA LOCATOR MAP



MIDDLE EAST SECURITY REPORT 29 | SYRIAN ARMED OPPOSITION POWERBROKERS | CAFARELLA & CASAGRANDE | MARCH 2016

Methodology

Identifying Powerbrokers

This chart indicates assessed armed opposition powerbrokers and groups that could become
powerbrokers upon the receipt of sufficient outside support.

Powerbroker: A group that defines the success of military operations
against either the Assad regime or ISIS, is strategically

located, and/or plays a leading role in governance.

Potential Powerbroker: A group that could achieve significant battlefield

effects against Jabhat al Nusra and/or ISIS in western
Syria upon receipt of increased outside support,
including securing direct military gains and cohering
other smaller brigades into new coalitions.

Defining ideological “tiers” of armed opposition groups

Tier Description Definition
Tier1 Transnational ISIS, al Qaeda, and foreign fighter groups connected to home
Salafi Jihadi countries that pursue a global caliphate
Groups
Tier 2 Syrian Salafi Groups that pursue the establishment of a theocracy in Syria
Jihadists
Tier 3 Political Islamists | Groups that desire a Sharia-based constitution but do not

demand that Sharia courts form the basis of governance in a
post-Assad Syrian state

Tier 4 Moderate Groups that desire a secular post-Assad Syrian state

Secularists

Assessing the opposition’s perspectives on challenging Jabhat al Nusra in Syria

Most Syrian opposition groups cooperate closely with Syrian al Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al Nusra out
of military necessity; these groups would in many cases succumb to the Syrian regime or ISIS without
Jabhat al Nusra’s support. Many Syrian opposition groups also collaborate with Jabhat al Nusra on
governance, providing a vehicle for Jabhat al Nusra’s agenda to transform Syrian society. Syrian
opposition groups are therefore generally both unable and unwilling to challenge Jabhat al Nusra in
Syria in the near term. Jabhat al Nusra is playing an increasingly prominent role in northwestern
Syria, however. Its greater role is generating local tensions amidst the ongoing Geneva process to
reach a negotiated settlement, which influences the perspective of some groups.

The chart that follows places groups in different categories based on analyst assessments of whether
and in what circumstances they would challenge Jabhat al Nusra in Syria.

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG 9
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Perspective on

Nusra’'s behavior in

Syria  and/or are
motivated to do so in
the near term in the
absence of increased

outside support

Challenging Nusra Definition Indicators
Willing to Groups that already | Groups motivated by fear, ideology, or ambition and
Challenge constrain Jabhat al | include, for example:

® Likely targets of Jabhat al Nusra aggression in the
near term

® Groups that openly denounce Jabhat al Nusra’s
objectives in Syria

® Groups that currently act to contain Jabhat al

Nusra’s influence

Requires Incentive

(Null)

Pragmatic
that

increased support or
other
assistance in order to

groups

require
enabling
be willing to

challenge Jabhat al

Nusra

This category is a general descriptor for the relationship
of armed opposition groups and Jabhat al Nusra, from
which specific groups may depart. This report assumes
that groups fall into this category unless they meet
indicators for the other categories.

Generally, this category includes groups that have a
different desired end state from Jabhat al Nusra in Syria
but are unlikely to risk antagonizing the group in the
near term. They include, for example:

e Political Islamist groups

® Groups that intervene to de-escalate following
aggression by Jabhat al Nusra against moderates

Requires Coercion

that
ideologically aligned
with Jabhat al Nusra’s
interim objectives in
that
known to collocate

with Jabhat al Nusra
in Syria

Groups

are

Syria or are

Groups that share interim objectives with Jabhat al
Nusra in Syria such as the desired form of governance
and that are unlikely to act against Jabhat al Nusra in the
near term. These groups include, for example:

® Close ideological allies of Jabhat al Nusra
® Groups that regard Jabhat al Nusra fighters as a

core component of the Syrian revolution against

Bashar al Assad

Irreconcilable

Groups that desire
the establishment of
an Islamic Caliphate
and will reject any
Western support or
involvement in Syria,
to include negotiated
the

settlement of

Syrian Civil War

Groups that will fight alongside Jabhat al Nusra and
resist a negotiated settlement in Syria. These include,
for example, groups that:

® Oppose Syria as a nation-state

® Desire the establishment of an Islamic Caliphate
that confronts the West.

® Are linked to the global al Qaeda network

® Consist mainly of foreign fighters

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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Defining “Challenging” Jabhat al Nusra in Syria

This assessment characterizes “challenging” Jabhat al Nusra as performing any of the following

actions:

Non-lethal Lethal
® Withdrawing from structures currently Defending moderate opposition
linked to Jabhat al Nusra groups from attacks by Jabhat al Nusra
® Refusing to accept the involvement of Providing targeting information to the
Jabhat al Nusra or other irreconcilable U.S. and its allies
groups in new military, governance, or
administrative structures Forcibly removing Jabhat al Nusra
from terrain
® Interrupting Jabhat al Nusra’s freedom
of movement by blocking Jabhat al Seizing infrastructure controlled by
Nusra at checkpoints Jabhat al Nusra
°

Restricting the delivery of resources to
only supply structures free of Jabhat al

Nusra involvement

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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Syrian Armed Opposition Power Brokers

Province Powerbrokers Potential Powerbrokers Other noteworthy groups
Group Tier | Group Tier | Group Tier
Ahrar al Sham 2 Jabhat al Nusra 1 Firqa 13* 4
Al Jabhat Al Harakat Nour al Din al
Shamiya* 3 | Zenki** 3 Firqa 16% 4
Faylag al Sham* = 3 | Firqat al Sultan Murad* Al Firqat al Shamaliya*

Al Fawj al Awl* | 3 Suqour al Jebel*
Jaysh al
Mujahideen®* | 3 Jaysh al Tzza* 4
Al Firqat al Wasta* 4
People's Protection Units (YPG)~ | n/a
New Syrian Forces~ 4
Fajr al Sham al Islamiya 1
Imarat al Qawqaz fi al Sham 1
Jabhat al Nusra | T Faylaq al Sham* 3 Al Firqat al Shamaliya* 4
Ahraral Sham | 2 Jaysh al Islam 2 Al Firqat al Awla al Sahliya* 4
Jaysh al Nasr* 4 Jaysh al Izza* 4
Firqa 13* 4 Suqour al Jebel (Jaysh al Nasr)* 4
Al Hizb al Islami al
Turkistani 1 Jund al Agsa 1
Ajnad Kavkaq 1
Jabhatal Nusra | I | Jaysh al Nasr* 4 Jaysh al Tzza* 4
Ahrar al Sham | 2 Jaysh al Nasr*
Al Firqat al Shamaliya® 4
Jabhatal Nusra ' I | Jaysh al Islam 2
| AhraralSham | 2 | Harakat Tahrir Homs |3 | |

*Received TOW missiles in February 2016
**Previous TOW missile recipient

~Anti-ISIS Coalition partner

Tiers

Tier1 Transnational Salafi Jihadist
Tier 2 Syrian Salafi Jihadist

Tier 3 Political Islamist

Tier 4 Moderate Secularist

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG 12
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Province Powerbrokers

Group Tier

Potential Powerbrokers

Group

Other noteworthy groups

Group Tier

Damascus
Eastern Ghouta
Jaysh al Islam
Faylaq al Rahman
Western Ghouta

Jabhat al Nusra
Ahrar al Sham

Ajnad al Sham
Qalamoun

Jaysh al Islam

Faylaq al Rahman

1 Seif al Sham**

2

3

9 Jabhat al Asala wal
Tanmiya~

3 .
Aliwya Ahmed Abdou™*

Al Firqat al Thaniya Masha* 4

Quneitra
Jabhat al Nusra
Ahrar al Sham

Dera'a

I Jaysh al Islam

2 Ajnad al Sham
Harakat al Muthanna al
Islamiya

Al Jaysh al Awl**
Tahalaf Suqour al

Janoub®*

Usoud al Harb**

4 Al Faylaq al Awl

Seif al Sham**

Liwa al Mujahidi al Houran* 4
Liwa Mu'taz Billah (Usoud a

Harb)*

Firqa 24 Masha*

Liwa al Muhajireen wal Ansar* 4
Al Jaysh al Souri al Jadeed (Jabhat

al Asala wal Tanmiya)~ 4
Jaysh Ahrar al Asha’er~ 4
Harakat al Muthanna al Islamiya 2

Raqqa and Hasaka
People's Protection

Units (YPG)~

n/a

Syrian Arab Coalition~ 4

Deir ez Zour

*Received TOW missiles in February 2016
**Previous TOW missile recipient

~Anti-ISIS Coalition partner

Al Jaysh al Souri al Jadeed

(Jabhat al Asala wal

Tanmiya) ~

Tiers

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Transnational Salafi Jihadist
Syrian Salafi Jihadist
Political Islamist

Moderate Secularist

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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CROSS-FRONT POWERBROKERS

:;e;!

Harakat Ahrar al Sham al Islamiya (HASI)

PN Ahrar al Sham is the largest opposition faction in Syria. It operates in all
p“ﬁ]ljl}: opposition-held terrain from Aleppo on the Turkish border to the

duailwl| southern province of Dera’a, bordering Jordan.

Leadership:

General Leader: Muhannad al Masri (AKA “Abu Yahya al Hamawi”)!

® Arrested by Syrian government in 2005; released from Sednaya
prison in 2011*

Deputy of Political Affairs: Ahmed Issa al Sheikh (AKA “Abu Issa”)?
e Former leader of Suqour al Sham

® Arrested by Syrian government in 2004; released from Sednaya
Prison in 2011*%

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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Head of Shari’a Office: Hashim al Sheikh (AKA “Abu Jaber”)5
o Former Ahrar al Sham General Leader®
® Recruited for al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI)
® Arrested by Syrian government in 2005; Released in 20117

® Also an Ahrar al Sham military commander in Aleppo8

Group size, composition,
and resources:

Size: 15,0007

Composition: Primarily Syrian, with some foreign fighters'

Notable resources: Border crossings,” tanks, IEDs, LAW anti-tank
missiles,” Konkurs anti-tank missiles™

Powerbroker in:

Aleppo, Idlib/Latakia, Hama, Homs, Western Ghouta, Quneitra,

Potential Powerbroker in:

n/a

Nusra:

Ideology: Salafistjihadistl4

® Desired end state: Theocracy, or Islamic State™ A
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS™
Perspective on Jabhat al Irreconcilable®

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Not directly represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC) but
expresses tentative support for the HNC’s involvement in the political
process so long as it achieves the objectives of the Syrian revolution"

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia™

A Ahrar al Sham defines this future theocracy as a government that is exclusively based on Islamic law, with freedom of

religion, freedom of speech, and freedom to form political parties “as decided by Sharia.”

B ISW assesses that it is possible to split Ahrar al Sham, and that some components of the organization are reconcilable.

The top leadership that currently controls the group and directs its activities is irreconcilable, however. This document

therefore treats the group as irreconcilable with the caveat that there may be a reconcilable fragment. This will be

explored in upcoming ISW reports.

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG
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Faylaq al Sham

Faylaq al Sham is a coalition of nineteen brigades active across a majority of
western Syria.”® The group increasingly occupies leadership roles in major

opposition coalitions.

Leadership:

General Leader: Mundhir Saras®°

Military Commander of Aleppo: Major Yasser Abdul Rahim

¢ Former Leader of Fatah Halab Operations Room (Largely
defunct)?

Group size, composition,

and resources:

Size: 5,000 fighters (2014.)**

Composition: Syrian

Notable resources: Tanks*?, BMPs**, gM133 Kornet anti-tank missiles®3,
MILANSs anti-tank missiles?®, TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)?’

Powerbroker in: Aleppo

Potential Powerbroker in: Idlib/Latakia
Ideology: Political Islamist?®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS*9

Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Willing to challenge®®

Participation in Geneva
Negotiations:

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNQ). Supports
the HNC but maintains that demands must be met?'

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Turkey, Qatar, and Muslim Brotherhood?®
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ALEPPO

Al Fawj al Awl

» T\ Al Fawj al Awl is a small but powerful Aleppo-based group that is active on
: almost every major front line in Aleppo Province. It is a splinter from the
powerful Islamist group in Aleppo Liwa al Tawhid, and has high levels of local
53lg 9l yuad support and legitimacy in the northern Aleppo countryside.
Leadership: General Leader: Khaled Kengo3?
(No photo available)
General Leader:** Amer Hamouda
-
Military Commander: Abu Assad
¢ Tunnel bomb expert®
Group size, composition, and Size: 1,500 fighters36
resources: C'omposition: Syrian
Notahble resources: Tunnel bombs3”
Powerbroker in: Aleppo
Potential Powerbroker in: n/a
Ideology: Political Islamist3®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS39
Perspective on Jabhat al Requires incentive*®
Nusra:
Involvement in Geneva Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNCQ).
Process: Supports the HNC but maintains that demands must be met*'
Unconfirmed outside Turkish Military Operations Command Center (MOC)#2
funding:
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Jaysh al Mujahideen

Jaysh al Mujahideen leads both military operations and local governance
efforts alongside other Islamist leaning factions in Aleppo Province. It was
formed in early 2014 in order to fight ISIS in Aleppo and remained a
prominent anti-ISIS actor in the province.

Leadership: General Leader: LTC Muhammad Jumaa Bakour (AKA “Abu Bakr”)*3

Military Commander: Youssef Zawa’a**

Group size, composition, Size: 5,000 fighters (2015)%5
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)‘“}, tanks?’
Powerbroker in: Aleppo
Potential Powerbroker in: n/a
Ideology: Political Islamist*® ©
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS#?
Perspective on Jabhat al Requires incentive5®
Nusra:
Participation in Geneva Represented by the High Negotiations Committee®'
Negotiations:
Unconfirmed outside Turkish MOC5?
funding:

¢ Jaysh al Mujahideen desires a post-Assad Syrian state with guarantee to protect the rights of minorities in the “Syrian
social fabric.”

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG 18




MIDDLE EAST SECURITY REPORT 29 | SYRIAN ARMED OPPOSITION POWERBROKERS | CAFARELLA & CASAGRANDE | MARCH 2016

Al Jabhat al Shamiya

Al Jabhat al Shamiya is the newest incarnation of one of Aleppo’s oldest
Free Syrian Army affiliates, Liwa al Tawhid. Remnants of Liwa al Tawhid
formed Al Jabhat Al Shamiya in a merger with other Aleppo-based groups
in late 2014 after which Al Fawj Al Awl split from Liwa al Tawhid. Al Jabhat
al Shamiya leads both military and governance efforts in Aleppo Province.
The components of Al Jabhat al Shamiya are unclear, but the group
originally included Ahrar al Sham, Jaysh al Mujahideen, and Nour al Din
al Zenki. Al Jabhat al Shamiya has since splintered, but remains active in
the province.

Leadership: General Leader of Jabhat al Shamiya: Mohammed Ali al Harkoush “Abu
Amr”53

® Former Military Chief, appointed after the resignation of
Abdul Aziz Salameh?5*

e Ahrar al Sham Commander

Deputy Commander: Hossam Abu Yassin®

(No photo available)
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Military Commander: Capt. Ali Shakardi%®
o Jeader of Kita’ib al Thuwar al Sham?5’

President of the Sharia Council of Al Jabhat al Shamiya: Sheikh
Mohammed al Khatib?®

Unknown Role: LTC Muhammad Jumaa Bakour (AKA “Abu Bakr”)5
® General Leader of Jaysh al Mujahideen

Group size, composition,
and resources:

Size: 7,000 (reported)®°

Composition: Incorporates secular, Christian, Kurdish, and jihadist
11461

units
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Notable resources: Tanks®*, TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)®3, Tunnel
bombs®

Powerbroker in: Aleppo

Potential Powerbroker in: n/a

Ideology: Political Islamist®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS®®

Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Requires incentive®”

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC).
Tentatively supports the HNC but maintains that demands must be met.%

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Turkey and Q/atar69
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DAMASCUS

| Jaysh al Islam

Jaysh al Islam is the second largest Salafi Jihadist opposition faction in Syria

and maintains local affiliates across seven of Syria’s western Provinces. Jaysh

J’!m\ll’[ﬁin al Islam is most prominent in Damascus where it leads joint military and

£ e o

governance structures. It leads the High Negotiations Committee’s

A : '4 delegation to Geneva.

Leadership: General Leader: Essam al Boydhani (AKA Abu Hummam)7°

Deceased General Leader: Zahran Alloush”

® Released from Sendaya prison in 20117
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Deputy Commander: Sheikh Abu Qusai’

Deputy Commander: Abu Mahmoud al Zabiq’*
(No Photo Available)

Sharia Head: Sheikh Samir Bin Ali Ka’kah (AKA Abu Abdul Rahman)??

Chief of Staf¥: Abu Maarouf’®
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Group size, composition,
and resources:

Powerbroker in:
Potential Powerbroker in:
Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Political Chief: Mohammad Alloush
® Chief Negotiator for the High Negotiations Committee’”

Group size: Between 17,000-30,000 fighters”®

Composition: Syrian

Notable Resources: Tunnels,” tunnel bombs®®, tanks®, gM113
Konkurs anti-tank missile®?

Eastern Ghouta (Damascus), Qalamoun (Damascus)

Quneitra, Homs, Idlib/Latakia

Salafist Jihadist ®3

Anti-ISIS®

Willing to challenge85

Political chief is chief negotiator for the High Negotiations Committee®®

Saudi Arabia®”
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Faylaq al Rahman

Faylaq al Rahman is one of the oldest standing opposition factions in
Damascus and maintains high levels of local legitimacy and support. It grew
considerably stronger in early 2016 following a merger with Ajnad al Sham
in Eastern Ghouta.

— B )

Leadership: General Leader: Abdul Nasr Shamir®®

The following Ajnad al Sham leadership likely now plays a leadership in
Faylaq al Rahman after the merger in Eastern Ghouta in February 2016.

General Leader: Abu Muhammad al Fateh9°
® Trained at al Azhar
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Group size, composition, and

resources:

Powerbroker in:

Potential Powerbroker in:
Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva process:

Unconfirmed outside funding:

Sharia Official: Abu Khalid al Bashish®"

Group size: Unknown

Composition: Syrian

Notable Resources: Tanks, TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic),92 tunnel
bombs,% Engineering Unit which places and dismantles IEDs%
Qalamoun (Damascus)

n/a

Political Islamist% P

Anti-ISIS%®

Requires incentive

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNQ).
Tentatively supports the HNC, but maintains that demands must be

met9’

Jordanian MOGC?®

b Faylaq al Rahman includes Habib al Mustafa, a “Sufi-leaning” element.
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A | Ajnad al Sham (al Etihad al Islami li Ajnad al Sham)

Leadership:
Group size, composition,

and resources:

Powerbroker in:

Potential Powerbroker in:

Ideology:

Perspectives on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva

process:

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Ajnad al Sham was one of the first major armed opposition groups iln
Damascus® and maintains affiliates across Damascus and southern Syria.
The group split in half in early 2016 when its Eastern Ghouta wing merged
with Faylaq al Rahman. The group nonetheless remains active in Western
Ghouta, Dera’a, and northern Syria.”°

Unknown

Group size: 15,000 (2014.)™
Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: Tanks
Western Ghouta (Damascus)
Quneitra
Political Islamist
Anti-ISIS™3

Requires incentive

102

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC).
Tentatively supports the HNC, but maintains that demands must be

met'®*

Muslim Brotherhood™?
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DERA A/QUNEITRA

Al Jaysh al Awl

Al Jaysh al Awl is active across the entirety of Dera’a and Quneitra
Provinces, but is concentrated in Quneitra Province and the northwestern
countryside of Dera’a.”® Al Jaysh al Awl is a leading member of the loosely
connected Southern Front coalition and has a prominent role in the
Southern Front Joint Command.

Leadership: General Leader: Colonel Saber Safir*®’

® Leader of Armament Office of the Southern Front Joint
Command*©®

Deputy Leader: Abu Osama al Joulani'®

® General Coordinator of the Southern Front’s Joint
Command™®

Group size, Size: 10,000 fighters (2015)™

composition, and Composition: Syrian

resources: Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles(periodic)m, tanks™3
Powerbroker in: Dera’a
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Potential Powerbroker n/a

in:

Ideology: Moderate Secularist'™ F

Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS

Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge™®

Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva Represented by the High Negotiations Committee, but maintains
Process: that demands must be met "

Unconfirmed outside Jordanian MOC"”

funding:

® Al Jaysh al Awl desires a post-Assad Syrian state that leaves the Syrian state institutions largely intact.
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, ., Tahalaf Suqour al Janoub

- Tahalaf Suqour al Janoub is an alliance of four prominent groups active
across Dera’a Province. It is concentrated in Dera’a City and areas near
the Syrian-Jordanian border. The alliance has strong tribal ties and is a
member of the Southern Front coalition, but is notably absent from the
Southern Front Joint Command’s leadership structure.

Leadership: It is unclear whether Tahalaf Suqour al Janoub has a leadership distinct
from the leadership of the component groups. Below are the leaders of
P P group
the most prominent groups within Tahalaf Suqour al Janoub.

Political Leader of Jaysh al Yarmouk: Bashar al Zoubi™®
® Likely the overall leader of Tahalf Suqour al Janoub™
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Leader of Firqat Fallujah Houran: Anas Zeim™'

Group size, composition, Size: 7,000 (estimate) 23
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: Tanks,”* TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)'*
Powerbroker in: Dera’a
Potential Powerbroker in: n/a
Ideology: Moderate Secularist®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS
Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge™’
Nusra:
Involvement in Geneva Supports the HNC, but maintains that demands must be met 128
Process:
Unconfirmed outside Jordanian MOC,"° Saudi Arabia'3°
funding:
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Usoud al Harb

Usoud al Harb is an alliance of four groups in southern Syria. It is one of
the most successful military alliances within the loosely connected Southern
Front coalition. It contributes to most opposition military operations in
Southern Syria and is active in the Southern Front Joint Command.

Leadership: It is unclear whether Usoud al Harb has a leadership distinct from the
leadership of the component groups. Below are the leaders of the most
prominent Usoud al Harb groups.

Leader of Liwa Mu’taz Billah: Col. Khaled al Nablusi
¢ Head of the Operations Office of the Southern Front Joint

Command'™*

Leader of Liwa Shabab al Sunna: Ahmad al Awdeh'?
¢ Head of the Logistics Office of the Southern Front Joint

Command'3

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown'3*
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)'3®
Powerbroker in: Dera’a
Potential powerbroker in: n/a
Ideology: Moderate Secularist'3®

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG 32




MIDDLE EAST SECURITY REPORT 29 | SYRIAN ARMED OPPOSITION POWERBROKERS | CAFARELLA & CASAGRANDE | MARCH 2016

Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS

Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge’®’
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva Unknown

Process:

Unconfirmed outside Jordanian MOC'™®
funding:
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Groups with Powerbroker Potential

ALEPPO

Firqat al Sultan Murad

Firqat al Sultan Murad is an Aleppo-based Turkmen group that is
increasingly prominent on the battlefield. It merged with three other

Aleppo-based groups in the northern Aleppo countryside in early 2016.

Uo glitag) 28>

Leadership: General Leader: Yousef Saleh™®

(no photo available)

Military Commander: Col. Ahmed Uthman™°

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown
and resources: Composition: Primarily Turkmen
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)™'
Powerbroker in: n/a
Potential Powerbroker in: Aleppo
Ideology: Unknown'#?
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS'3
Perspective on Jabhat al Requires incentive'**
Nusra:
Willingness to negotiate Supports the High Negotiations Committee but maintains that demands
with regime: must be met'45
Unconfirmed outside Turkish MOC™¢
funding:
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Harakat Nour al Din al Zenki

Harakat Nour al Din al Zenki is a powerful independent faction in Aleppo
whose participation is often a requirement for success in the opposition’s
military operations. The group was previously a powerbroker in Aleppo, but

has been sidelined by Jabhat al Nusra.

Leadership:

General Leader: Captain Muhammed Said Masri'*’

Military Commander: Abu Bashir'4®

&

Political Leader: Mohammad Mahmoud al Sai'd™?

Group size, composition,
and resources:

Size: Unknown
Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)'®°

Powerbroker in:

n/a

Potential Powerbroker in:

Aleppo
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Ideology:

Political Islamist'"

Perspective on ISIS:

Anti-ISIS'5?

Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Requires incentive'®

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNQ). Supports
the HNC but maintains that demands must be met*

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Turkish MOC, 55 Qatar156
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IDLIB/LATAKIA

Jaysh al Nasr

Jaysh al Nasr is the most prominent Free Syrian Army affiliated
opposition coalition in Hama and Idlib provinces. Its components
include a number of longstanding U.S.-backed TOW anti-tank missile
recipients, which play an important role in anti-regime operations

throughout northern Syria.

Leadership: General Leader: Maj. Mohammad Mansour™’

7

Military Commander: Maj. Zahir al Sheikh'®

[/

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)159

Powerbroker in: n/a

Potential Powerbroker in: Hama, Idlib/Latakia

Ideology: Unknown

Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS™°

Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge161

Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva Supports the High Negotiations Committee but maintains that
Process: demands must be met'®?

Unconfirmed outside Turkish MOC™3

funding:
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Al Hizb al Islami al Turkistani

Al Hizb al Islami al Turkistani, based in Central Asia, is active in Syria
where it is a close ally of Jabhat al Nusra. It is active across most front
lines in Idlib and Latakia Provinces. It has played a large role in military
operations since early 2015, when it participated in the seizure of Idlib

City from pro-regime forces.'®*

Leadership: Deceased Military Commander: Abu Rida al Turkestani*®

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown

and resources: Composition: Primarily Uighur'®
Notable Resources: SVEST, SVBIED, and Tanks'®’

Powerbroker in: n/a

Potential Powerbroker in: Idlib/Latakia

Ideology: Transnational Salafi Jihadist

Perspective on ISIS: Unknown

Perspective on Jabhat al Irreconcilable™®

Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva n/a

Process:

Unconfirmed outside Unknown

funding:
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Firqa 13

Firqa 13 is a coalition of thirteen Free Syrian Army-affiliated brigades with
TOW anti-tank missiles. The group plays an important role in opposition

Ak &

operations against pro-regime forces in northwestern Syria.
13 a3 ,a0

Leadership: General Leader: LTC Ahmed al Sa’oud'®?

Group size, composition, Size: 1,800-2,000 (2014)7
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)172
Powerbroker in: n/a
Potential Powerbroker in: Idlib/Latakia
Ideology: Moderate Secularist'”?
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS'7*
Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge'’®
Nusra:
Involvement in Geneva Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC). Supports
Negotiations: the HNC but maintains that demands must be met '7°
Unconfirmed outside Turkish MOC and Qatar'”’
funding:
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HOMS

Leadership:

Group size, composition,

and resources:

Powerbroker in:
Potential Powerbroker in:
Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Harakat Tahrir Homs

Harakat Tahrir Homs is one of the most prominent armed factions in
Homs and is active in governance in the province. It includes
longstanding Syrian army defectors in its leadership and maintains
significant local support and legitimacy. It also has an organizational

hierarchy that makes it an effective force.

Military Commander: Major General Ali Mohammad Ayou]o178

Size: Unknown number of fighters but highly organized structure with 21
component brigades'”?

Composition: Syrian

Notable Resources: n/a

n/a

Homs

Political Islamist'®®

Anti-ISIS™®

Requires incentive'®?

Not directly represented by the High Negotiations Committee but

support its demands'®3

Unknown
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DAMASCUS

Leadership:

Group size, composition,

and resources:

Powerbroker in:

Potential Powerbroker in:

Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Jabhat al Asala wal Tanmiya

Jabhat al Asala wal Tanmiya is an umbrella organization for many local
affiliates spread across western Syria and with historical presence in
eastern Deir ez-Zour Province. Some of its affiliates are prominent
anti-ISIS actors in Damascus Province, with early indicators of growing

anti-ISIS activity in Deir ez-Zour Province.

Overall Leader: Khaled al Hammad'®*

e Salafi preacher

f
Military Commander: lyad Shamsi'®®
(No Photo Available)

Size: 2,400 (2014.)'%¢
Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: n/a
n/a

Qalamoun (Damascus), Deir ez Zour™®’

Syrian Salaf‘i\]ihadist188
Anti-ISIS™®9

Requires incentive'?®
Represented by the High Negotiations Committee™"

Unknown
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Al Jaysh al Souri al Jadeed

Notable Component Group of Jabhat al Asala wal Tanmiya

Al Jaysh al Souri al Jadeed emerged in late 2015 with apparent
American support. It is a very small organization drawn from

members of Jabhat al Asala wal Tanmiya."® It currently conducts

limited tactical operations against ISIS in southeastern Syria but
its leaders state their intent to disrupt ISIS in urban terrain in

Deir ez Zour Province.

Leadership: Military Commander: Col Muhannad al Talla
® Former leader of the Free Syrian Army Deir ez Zour Militar
Y Y Y

Group size,
composition, and
resources:
Powerbroker in:

Potential Powerbroker

Council'3

Size: Dozens™*

Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: n/a
n/a

Deir ez Zour'

in:

Ideology: Moderate secularist'®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS'7
Perspective on Jabhat al Unknown

Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva Unknown

Process:

Unconfirmed outside U.S. support™®

funding:
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Aliwya Ahmed Abdou

Aliwya Ahmed Abdou is a Free Syrian Army-affiliated coalition of at least ten
groups active in the Qalamoun region of the Damascus countryside. It maintains
ties to the loosely connected Southern Front coalition and is active in the
Southern Front Joint Command.

Leadership: General Leader: Bakkour al Salim™°
® Former leader of the Free Syrian Army Damascus Military
Council?°°

e Current Qalamoun delegate to the Southern Front Joint

Command?®*

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown

and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)w2
Powerbroker in: n/a

Potential Powerbroker in: Qalamoun (Damascus)

Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al

Unknown

Anti-ISIS*°3

Requires incentive

Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva Unknown

Process:

Unconfirmed outside Jordanian MOC?°4

funding:
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DERA A/QUNEITRA

Al Faylaq al Awl ‘

Al Faylaq al Awl is one of the largest groups in the loosely connected Southern
Front coalition and is led by many of the original defectors from the Syrian

Arab Army in Dera’a and Damascus.**

Leadership: General Leader: Ziyad Al Hariri**®

Group size, composition, Size: Unknown
and resources: Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: Tanks?°®, TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)2°9
Powerbroker in: n/a
Potential powerbroker in: Dera’a
Ideology: Moderate secularist®®
Perspective on ISIS: Anti-ISIS
Perspective on Jabhat al Willing to challenge®"
Nusra:
Involvement in Geneva Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC). Supports
Process: the HNC but maintains that demands must be met*?
Unconfirmed outside Jordanian MOC?'3
funding:
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Leadership:

Group size, composition,

and resources:

Powerbroker in:

Potential powerbroker in:

Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva
Process

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Alwiya Seif al Sham

The Alwiya Seif al Sham is active on almost every front line across southern
Syria. The group maintains ties to the loosely connected Southern Front and
is active in the Southern Front Joint Command.

General Leader: Abu Salah Al Shami*™*
® Current head of the Office of Organization and Management for

the Southern Front Joint Command *'*

Size: 5,000 fighters (claimed)*”

Composition: Syrian

Notable Resources: Tanks,?® TOW anti-tank missiles (periodic)2l9
n/a

Dera’a

Political Islamist?%° F

Anti-ISIS

Willing to challenge®*'

Not represented by the High Negotiations Committee.

Jordanian MOC?**

F Seif al Sham desires a post-Assad “democratic Syria” governed by Islamic principles.
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Harakat al Muthanna al Islamiya

Harakat al Muthanna al Islamiya is a Syrian Salafi Jihadist group in southern

T e e Syria that operates closely with Jabhat al Nusra.
Bljgics e e

Leadership:
Group size, composition,
and resources:

Powerbroker in:

Potential Powerbroker in:

Ideology:

Perspective on ISIS:
Perspective on Jabhat al
Nusra:

Involvement in Geneva
Process:

Unconfirmed outside

funding:

Unknown

Size: 600-1,500%*3
Composition: Syrian
Notable Resources: n/a
n/a

Quneitra

Syrian Salafi Jihadist***
Sympathetic**

Irreconcilable??®

Against®*’

Unknown
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9 Aron Lund, “The Ajnad al-Sham Islamic Union”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 04, 2014,
http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/ ?fa=54.750

°® Ajnad al Sham stated that the following sectors will remain active in its statement announcing the merger with
Faylaq al Rahman in Eastern Ghotua: Daraya, Muadamiya, Western Ghouta, Khan al Sheikh, Kiswa, Dera’a,
Harmoun (Quneitra), and northern sector. Walid al Ashqar, [“Islamic Union in Eastern Ghouta announces full
integration into the Rahman Corps”]. All4.Syria, February 19, 2016, http://all4syria.info/Archive/293390.

! It is unclear how many Ajnad al Sham fighters were in Eastern Ghouta at the time of the merger with Faylaq al
Rahman, but Ajnad al Sham is possibly half the reported size after the merger. Aron Lund, “The Ajnad al-Sham

Islamic Union,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 4, 2014,

http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/ ?fa=54750 ; [“‘Jaysh Al-Islam’ graduation of a new batch of new
Mujahideen under the leadership of ‘Zahran Alloush’ 2015-4-30"], YouTube video, posted by [“Free Syria”], April
30, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cnVZIlh1r3Q; Ibrahim Hamaidi, [“Istanbol: Efforts to unify Syrian
‘Islamic rifle’], All4Syria, May 5, 2015, http://all4syria.info/Archive/210518.

°2 Ajnad al Sham was a signatory to the “Five Principles of the Syrian Revolution,” a document outlining common

principals for a settlement to the Syrian Civil War that was signed by 20 armed opposition factions and numerous
other anti-regime elements including moderate judicial bodies, political bodies, and civil society groups. This
initiative was led by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood through the Syrian Islamic Council, a body of Sharia jurists
connected to the Muslim Brotherhood. @charles_lister, Twitter Post, September 18, 2015, 8:37 AM,
https://twitter.com/Charles_Lister/status/644.8979278324.24.4.4.8/photo/1

3 Ajnad al Sham fights against ISIS in Damascus and the surrounding countryside, including arresting alleged ISIS

groups and ISIS sympathizers. On May 10, 2015, it signed a statement pledging to clear Eastern Ghouta of all ISIS
militants. Abu Abdullah Al Hourani [“Faylaq Al-Rahman launches attacks on factions in Ghouta after failure to
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