
 

 

 

NO. 9 FEBRUARY 2025  Introduction 

The Fall of the Assad Regime: 
Regional and International Power Shifts 
Sinem Adar, Muriel Asseburg, Hamidreza Azizi, Margarete Klein and Guido Steinberg 

On 8 December 2024, the Assad regime in Syria was overthrown by a rebel alliance 

led by Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). The collapse of the family dictatorship was made 

possible by shifts in regional and international power dynamics. Key factors included 

Turkish support for the rebels, the weakening of Iran and Hezbollah owing to Israeli 

military strikes and Russia’s changing priorities in the context of its war against Ukraine. 

At the same time, the fall of the Assad regime has led to another shift in power rela-

tions in the region. The interests, priorities and actions of regional and international 

actors will define the room for manoeuvre of the new rulers in Damascus. Turkey and 

Israel have occupied territories in the north and southwest of the country, respectively. 

The Arab monarchies of the Persian Gulf are expected to exercise influence, too, as 

they will play a crucial role in the reconstruction of Syria. And the United States still 

maintains a military presence in Syria, although its future involvement in the country is 

uncertain. 

 

Following its military intervention in the 

Syrian civil war in 2015, Russia established 

the so-called Astana Format some two years 

later. Within this framework, it cooperated 

with Turkey and Iran to freeze the conflicts 

in Syria, curb the violence and map out 

spheres of influence. As a result, the balance 

of power in the region shifted, as did the 

priorities of the regional and international 

actors in Syria. Notably, the supporters of 

the Syrian opposition ceased to focus on 

toppling the regime and instead prioritised 

their own national, economic and security 

interests. The United States concentrated on 

fighting the so-called Islamic State (IS). Tur-

key sought to prevent the establishment of 

a contiguous territory under the control of 

the Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF) along its southern border 

and called for the return of Syrian refugees. 

And Israel, which had remained neutral 

in Syria’s internal power struggle, bombed 

positions and convoys of Iranian and 

Iranian-aligned militias to prevent hostile 

bases from being established in the border 

region, the construction of arms factories 

and the transfer of weapons to Hezbollah. 

In May 2023, Syria was readmitted to the 

Arab League, its membership of the regional 

organisation having been suspended in 

A forthcoming SWP 

Comment on the fall 

of the Assad regime will 

analyse the effects of 

the regional and inter-

national power shifts 

on the political tran-

sition in Syria. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/arab-league-set-readmit-syria-relations-with-assad-normalise-2023-05-07/
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2011. That development was thanks mainly 

to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Syria’s 

Arab neighbours and took place against the 

backdrop of the rapprochement between 

Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

The role of external actors in the 
overthrow of the regime 

The regional balance of power shifted once 

again following the 7 October 2023 attacks 

carried out by Hamas and other armed Pal-

estinian groups against Israel and Israel’s 

response to them. By October 2024, the “axis 

of resistance” led by Tehran had been 

severely weakened by Israeli military opera-

tions. This was true, above all, for Iran itself 

as well as for the Lebanese Hezbollah, which, 

alongside Russia, had been the main sup-

porters of the Assad regime. For its part, the 

Russian military was focused on the war in 

Ukraine. These changing priorities and stra-

tegic calculations of the key regional and in-

ternational actors in Syria paved the way for 

the rebels to seize power in December 2024. 

Turkey 

According to the Turkish government, the 

fall of Bashar al-Assad was due to his in-

ability and unwillingness to use the frozen 

conflict situation that had prevailed in 

Syria since the 2017 Astana agreements to 

stabilise and reconstruct his country. Por-

traying the rebel offensive led by HTS as an 

operation planned and executed by Syrians, 

Ankara denied direct Turkish involvement. 

However, pro-government media suggested 

that Turkey’s military and intelligence 

services had not only closely monitored the 

offensive but had also directly supported 

the Syrian National Army (SNA) and Arab 

tribes. Just two months before the demise 

of the Assad regime, in October 2024, the 

Turkish military reinforced its presence and 

equipment in northern Syria, particularly 

in Idlib and around Aleppo, where it had 

maintained a presence since 2017. 

Of the groups involved in the rebel offen-

sive, HTS and the SNA (which comprises 

elements from the Free Syrian Army and 

the Islamic Front) have particularly close 

ties with Turkey. Since 2015–16, Ankara 

has struck various agreements with these 

armed groups and continued to empower 

them as its priorities in Syria shifted. Where-

as earlier Turkey had focused on Assad’s 

overthrow, its primary goal became pre-

venting the establishment of Kurdish 

autonomy under the leadership of the PYD/ 

YPG (the Syrian affiliate of the PKK, which 

is designated as a terrorist organisation by 

Turkey, the EU and the US) and stemming 

new waves of refugees into Turkey. The SNA, 

which is entirely dependent on Ankara mili-

tarily, financially and logistically, operates 

in the northern Syrian territories that, one 

by one, were occupied by Turkey between 

2016 and 2019 and have since been largely 

integrated into the Turkish economy and 

administration. Ankara’s relationship with 

HTS is more one of patronage. While Tur-

key classifies HTS as a terrorist organisation, 

it assumed the role of protective power 

in Idlib under the terms of the 2018 Sochi 

agreement with Russia. Turkey’s military 

intervention in 2020 prevented the Assad 

regime from retaking Idlib and strengthened 

Ankara’s relationship with HTS. 

The rebel offensive of 2024 would not 

have been possible without a green light 

from Turkey. However, Turkish President 

Erdoğan later expressed unease over the 

pace of the rebel advance, which suggests 

that Ankara had expected a limited opera-

tion only. It is likely that the objective of 

backing the rebel offensive was to pressure 

Assad to take part in talks on normalising 

Turkish-Syrian relations and facilitating 

the return of Syrian refugees. 

Arab monarchies of 
the Persian Gulf 

Of the Gulf Arab states, it was, above all, 

Qatar that contributed to the overthrow of 

the Assad regime as Turkey’s junior partner. 

At the turn of the year 2011–12, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE had all supported 

rebels in Syria. But disagreements soon arose, 

mainly over Qatar (and Turkey) supporting 

https://www.mfa.gov.tr/disisleri-bakani-sayin-hakan-fidan-in-cnn-turk-e-verdigi-mulakat--7-ocak-2025.tr.mfa
https://www.france24.com/en/tv-shows/tête-à-tête/20241220-we-cannot-characterise-what-happened-in-syria-as-turkey-s-doing-turkish-fm-fidan
https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/muderrisoglu/2024/12/10/bosna-irak-misir-afganistan-tecrubeleri-isiginda-suriye
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/abdulkadir-selvi/turkiye-buyuk-ulke-erdogan-buyuk-lider-42619779
https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/muderrisoglu/2024/12/10/bosna-irak-misir-afganistan-tecrubeleri-isiginda-suriye
https://www.syriahr.com/en/346308/
https://merip.org/2020/07/turkish-intervention-in-syria-heightens-authoritarianism-in-turkey-and-fragmentation-in-syria/
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/69795/RSC%202021_08-EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://docs.un.org/en/S/2018/852
https://docs.un.org/en/S/2018/852
https://pomeps.org/the-consolidation-of-a-post-jihadi-technocratic-state-let-in-idlib
https://www.syriahr.com/en/346308/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA95m9MvO9o
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Islamists, Salafists and Jihadists. Between 

2015 and 2017, Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

tended to back ideologically indifferent 

rebels in the south of the country while 

leaving the north to Qatar and Turkey. 

When the uprising in southern Syria col-

lapsed in 2017–18, Saudi Arabia was no 

longer a player, while the UAE had with-

drawn its support even earlier. 

For a long time, the Salafist rebel group 

Ahrar al-Sham was Qatar’s most important 

client in Syria. At the same time, it is likely 

that Doha was supporting the jihadist Nusra 

Front, which originated from al-Qaeda. 

Qatari policy enjoyed a major success when 

Nusra leader Abu Mohammed al-Jawlani 

broke away from al-Qaeda in 2016, adopted 

a Syrian national Islamist stance and allied 

himself with similarly minded groups. This 

made it much easier for Turkey and Qatar 

to support HTS, which Jawlani and his 

followers established in 2017. 

The full extent of Qatari support for HTS 

between 2017 and 2024 remains unknown. 

The Gulf emirate likely played no military 

role. However, it can be assumed that the 

“Salvation Government” established by HTS 

in Idlib province in November 2017 and 

perhaps HTS itself received financial aid 

from Qatar. Additionally, the influential 

Qatari television network Al Jazeera has un-

equivocally sided with HTS, often equating 

it with the broader Syrian opposition. 

Iran 

From the beginning of the Syrian uprising 

in 2011, Iran played a key role in ensuring 

the survival of the Assad regime. It inter-

vened in the civil war on the side of Assad 

and spent more than a decade building an 

extensive military infrastructure in Syria, 

including bases in strategic locations, weap-

ons depots and factories supplying Hez-

bollah in Lebanon, as well as a network 

of local and foreign militias. At the same 

time, Iran gained political influence within 

Syria’s military and security apparatus. On 

the diplomatic front, the Islamic Republic 

participated in the Astana Format, along-

side Russia and Turkey. 

Despite such intensive involvement, 

Iran was unable to prevent the collapse of 

the Syrian regime at the end of 2024. A key 

reason was that it had been gradually re-

ducing its military presence in that country 

in the preceding years. On the one hand, 

this had to do with Assad’s desire to recon-

cile with Arab states that were demanding 

a reduction in Iranian influence. On the 

other hand, it was linked to the intensified 

Israeli airstrikes on Iranian facilities and 

Iranian-aligned militias in Syria, which 

forced Tehran to pull out key personnel and 

send them home. By late 2024, the Islamic 

Republic had only a contingency force in 

Syria to protect its bases and interests. That 

is why it was unprepared for the rapid ad-

vance of the rebels. Another decisive factor 

was the Syrian army’s lack of combat readi-

ness. according to statements by Iranian 

commanders, who explained that Iran could 

not go into battle on behalf of Assad’s 

demoralised and unmotivated troops. 

More important, the “axis of resistance” 

led by Tehran was disintegrating after a 

year of intense military confrontations with 

Israel. Neither the Lebanese Hezbollah, 

weakened by a devastating war with Israel, 

nor Iraqi militias, which were wary of 

potential US and Israeli retaliatory strikes, 

showed willingness to intervene in Syria. 

Israel’s attacks on Iranian supply routes, 

which targeted land crossings, air corridors, 

and convoys, further restricted Tehran’s 

options, a fact even Supreme Leader Ali 

Khamenei acknowledged. At the same time, 

Tehran’s ability to respond was also con-

strained by fears of direct escalation with 

Israel. An unprecedented Israeli military 

operation in late October 2024 had severely 

weakened Iran’s air defences and raised 

concerns about a potential follow-up attack. 

Tehran responded by prioritising its own 

national security over regional influence 

and left Assad to his fate. 

Russia 

Similarly, Russia, which had intervened in 

Syria from September 2015 onwards to en-

sure Assad remained in power, was unable 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/the-ahrar-al-sham-movement-syrias-local-salafists-0
https://amwaj.media/article/inside-story-hezbollah-iran-and-the-downfall-of-assad
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-guards-pull-officers-syria-after-israeli-strikes-2024-02-01/
https://www.eghtesadonline.com/fa/news/2024845/%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85%DB%8C-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%B6%DB%8C%E2%80%8C%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%86%D8%AF-%D9%85%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D9%87-%D8%AC%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AA%D8%B4-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%87-%D9%85%DB%8C%E2%80%8C%D8%AC%D9%86%DA%AF%DB%8C%D8%AF%DB%8C%D9%85-%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AA%D8%B4-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%DB%8C%D9%87-%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%AF%D8%B4-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%A7%DA%86%DB%8C-%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%AF
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iraqi-militias-downscaling-their-anti-israel-actions
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=58558
https://mecouncil.org/blog_posts/how-will-iran-react-to-israels-latest-strikes/
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to prevent the Syrian president’s overthrow 

at the end of 2024. This was because of 

Moscow’s reduced military posture in Syria 

owing to the war in Ukraine and its shifting 

political priorities. 

Moscow’s military presence in Syria had 

always been limited. Estimates suggest that 

in 2024, the Russian contingent numbered 

around 7,500 personnel and comprised 

mainly air force units, special forces and mili-

tary police. The number of ground troops, 

which was low from the beginning, dwin-

dled further following the redeployment of 

“Wagner” fighters to Ukraine from 2022 

onwards and the dismantling of the merce-

nary group in 2023. Moreover, Russia was 

prioritising the war against Ukraine, which 

prevented it from bolstering its ground 

forces in Syria and left it reliant on pro-

Iranian militias and the Syrian army. How-

ever, Russia’s intervention model reached 

its limits when confronted with the 2024 

rebel offensive. Assad’s troops offered little 

resistance and/or rapidly collapsed, includ-

ing the Fifth Corps of the Syrian army, 

which had received strong financial and 

military support from Moscow. 

From that point onwards, Russia focused 

on damage control. The airstrikes on rebel 

positions, previously carried out by Mos-

cow, were halted on 8 December. Assad and 

his family were persuaded to go into exile 

in Moscow – a move that the Kremlin hoped 

would preserve its image as a reliable pro-

tector of its authoritarian allies. At the 

same time, Putin was intent on removing 

Assad as a disruptive factor, since his con-

tinued rule would only have complicated 

Russia’s efforts to reshape its Syria policy 

under the new geopolitical realities. 

Regional and international 
consequences of the fall of Assad 

The collapse of the Assad regime has led to 

further shifts in the balance of power in the 

region and beyond. While Russia and Iran, 

along with their allies, have been weak-

ened, Turkey and Qatar see themselves in 

the ascendancy, as they are close partners 

of Syria’s new rulers. Israel, too, has been 

able to improve its strategic position in the 

region. 

Russia 

The fall of Assad has done more than just 

inflict reputational damage on Russia; it 

has also undermined one of the more im-

portant pillars – if not the most important 

pillar – of Russian policy towards the Middle 

East over the past decade. After largely 

withdrawing from the region following the 

Cold War, Moscow saw its influence dimin-

ish even further during the 2003 Iraq War 

and the “Arab Spring”. However, following 

its military intervention in Syria in 2015, 

Russia reaffirmed its ambition to re-estab-

lish itself as a key actor in the region and 

thereby regain global recognition as a great 

power. In this vein, the Kremlin went on to 

expand its ties with such important regional 

powers as Turkey, Israel and the Gulf mon-

archies and thus avoided excessive depend-

ence on Iran. 

Russia’s top and immediate priority right 

now is to retain its military bases in Syria, 

particularly the Tartus naval base and the 

Hmeimim military airfield, both of which 

are essential not only for operations in 

Syria but also for Russia’s military posture 

in the broader region. Tartus remains Rus-

sia’s only permanent naval base in the 

Mediterranean and provides access to the 

Red Sea. And because of the restrictions 

on Russian warships passing through the 

Bosporus since the full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine, the Tartus repair and supply facil-

ities have been playing an even more cru-

cial role. For its part, the Hmeimim airbase 

has served as a logistical hub for Russian 

military and mercenary operations in Libya 

and various other African countries. Mos-

cow has already relocated part of its mili-

tary equipment from Syria to airfields in 

eastern Libya, which is under the control 

of General Khalifa Haftar, the commander 

of the Libyan National Army. But even if 

Russia has successfully concluded a deal 

with the leadership of Sudan to establish a 

https://www.bbc.com/russian/articles/ckg908ep477o
https://syrianobserver.com/foreign-actors/downsizing-of-the-fifth-corps-pressure-on-moscow-reflected-in-syria.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c5yd0zz5edqo
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/russias-options-naval-basing-mediterranean-after-syrias-tartus
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2025/01/11/russia-eyes-libya-to-replace-syria-as-africa-launchpad-a87573
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naval base at the Red Sea, as was reported 

in mid-January 2025, and/or could poten-

tially secure additional usage rights for 

ports and airfields in Libya or Algeria, the 

usage rights and infrastructure capacities 

of those facilities would be more limited 

than those in Syria. 

Against this background, Moscow is 

seeking to reach a deal with the new Syrian 

leadership on the continued operation of 

its two military bases. Those sites were 

leased to Russia for 49 years under a con-

tract signed in 2017. While Syria’s new 

rulers have generally acknowledged Rus-

sia’s global importance, they cancelled a 

leasing agreement with the Russian com-

pany Stroytransgaz for the civilian section 

of the port of Tartus in January. It remains 

unclear whether the closure of the Russian 

military base will follow or if the cancella-

tion of the lease is merely the prelude to 

further negotiations in which Moscow may 

be allowed a reduced military presence in 

return for concessions in other policy areas. 

The fact that Russia’s presence in Syria 

has weakened both militarily and politically 

will impact its relations with other regional 

actors. For example, as Moscow does not 

have control over Syrian airspace, it loses 

significance for Israel. From 2015 onwards, 

Israel relied on military deconflicting with 

Russia to carry out strikes on Iranian posi-

tions and Iran-backed militias in Syria. This 

coordination has now ceased, which means 

it may be easier for Israel to adjust its 

Ukraine policy. At the same time, Russia’s 

growing cooperation with Iran – especially 

in the military sphere – is expected to 

deepen. In January 2025, Tehran and Mos-

cow signed a strategic partnership agree-

ment. 

Meanwhile, the fall of Assad will further 

shift the recalibration of Russian-Turkish 

relations to Moscow’s disadvantage. Russia’s 

influence has diminished not only in Syria 

but Turkey has also gained in influence in 

Russia’s immediate neighbourhood and 

claimed a zone of interest in the South Cau-

casus, where Ankara has increased its in-

fluence in recent years. Moscow is likely to 

seek common ground with Turkey in the 

energy sector and efforts to contain West-

ern policies. Its goal would be to gain 

Ankara’s support for Russia’s inclusion in 

regional conflict-resolution frameworks, 

similar to the Astana Format. 

Iran 

The fall of the Assad regime is a significant 

setback for Iran’s regional influence and 

strategic ambitions; and the Tehran-led 

“axis of resistance” is particularly hard hit 

by this development. Geographically, Syria 

was a central component of a “land corri-

dor” that connected Iran to Hezbollah in 

Lebanon and the Mediterranean coast via 

Iraq. This corridor was crucial in facilitating 

arms transfers and logistical support to 

Hezbollah, whose military capabilities have 

been severely weakened by the recent war 

with Israel. The collapse of this land route 

will make it much more difficult for Iran to 

rearm Hezbollah and maintain its broader 

regional network of allied militias. 

Under Assad’s control, Syria also played a 

key role in Iran’s geo-economic ambitions. 

Tehran aimed to position itself as a major 

player in China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” 

and leverage Syria as part of a land route 

linking China to the Mediterranean. Losing 

Syria as a close partner undermines this 

vision. Additionally, Turkey’s growing in-

fluence threatens Iran’s geopolitical influ-

ence not only in the Levant but also in Iraq 

and the South Caucasus. Of particular con-

cern to Tehran is Ankara’s push for the 

construction of the so-called Zangezur Cor-

ridor, a transit route linking Turkey to 

Azerbaijan via Armenian territory. If built 

in accordance with Turkish and Azerbaijani 

plans, the corridor would bypass Iran and 

cut off that country’s direct land access 

to Armenia; as a result, Iran would be eco-

nomically isolated and its role in the region’s 

trade and transit routes weakened. 

The potential resurgence of jihadist 

groups in Syria, such as IS, could further 

negatively impact Iran’s regional interests, 

as these actors pose a threat both to Teh-

ran’s allies in Iraq and to Iran itself. At the 

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c30del8dz51o
https://meduza.io/en/news/2025/01/22/syrian-authorities-terminate-agreement-with-russian-company-to-manage-tartus-port-site-of-russian-military-base
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/russlands-annaeherung-an-israel
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/syria-russia/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iranian-land-bridge-not-end-world
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iranian-land-bridge-not-end-world
https://ecfr.eu/publication/beyond-proxies-irans-deeper-strategy-in-syria-and-lebanon/
https://en.mehrnews.com/news/220922/Why-Iran-opposes-creation-of-Zangezur-corridor
https://en.mehrnews.com/news/220922/Why-Iran-opposes-creation-of-Zangezur-corridor
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same time, the Islamic Republic is alarmed 

by Israel’s growing presence in Syria – not 

just its occupation of more Syrian territory 

but also its contacts with Syrian Kurdish 

groups, which could lead to strengthened 

cooperation. Within Iranian political 

circles, it is feared that a “David Corridor” 

could emerge, providing Israel with access 

to the Euphrates and allowing it to expand 

its influence. In such a case, Tehran would 

be further marginalised. 

Turkey 

With the fall of the Assad regime, Ankara 

believes it has significantly more room for 

manoeuvre in Syria. From 2020 onwards, 

Turkey was in a diplomatic and military 

stalemate; not least, that was true of its 

efforts to prevent Kurdish self-rule in north-

eastern Syria and facilitate the return of 

Syrian refugees to their home country. To 

achieve those ends, Ankara pursued two 

strategies: normalising relations with Assad 

and launching a military operation in 

northern Syria aimed at pushing the Kurd-

ish-dominated SDF out of key cities such as 

Tel Rifaat and Manbij. However, both strat-

egies failed. No compromise was reached 

with Assad and normalisation efforts faced 

resistance from Syrian opposition groups. 

At the same time, Ankara was unable to 

initiate a large-scale military offensive in 

the north of Syria without a green light 

from the US and Russia. Meanwhile, the 

Kurdish-led Autonomous Administration 

of North and East Syria was able to further 

consolidate its governance structures. 

For Turkey, Assad’s fall represents a 

“now or never” moment to prevent the 

scenario of Kurdish autonomy dominated 

by the PYD/YPG. During the rebel offensive 

in November and December 2024, Turkish-

backed SNA militias seized control of Tel 

Rifaat and Manbij; Ankara subsequently 

supported the SNA offensive with airstrikes 

with the aim of redrawing the front lines in 

northern Syria. Today, Turkey views Donald 

Trump’s return to the White House as an 

opportunity to push Washington to aban-

don its support for the SDF, which the US 

has backed in its fight against IS and con-

tinues to protect. Whether Turkey succeeds 

will depend largely on the policy decisions 

of the Trump II administration. 

With HTS at the helm, the interim gov-

ernment in Damascus is now filled with 

actors whom Turkey sees as cooperative 

and friendly and with whom the Turkish 

leadership maintains close personal ties. 

This means Ankara should be able to exer-

cise significant influence over Syria’s future 

trajectory. At the same time and amid the 

recalibration of its foreign policy priorities, 

the weakening of Iran and the continued 

lack of a resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, Turkey is pursuing its rapproche-

ment with Arab states. Thus, in its efforts to 

stabilise Syria, Ankara hopes to cooperate 

with regional actors such as Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE, Qatar, Egypt, Jordan and Iraq, 

according to Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan.  

Arab monarchies of 
the Persian Gulf 

The fall of the Assad regime has significantly 

altered the balance of power between the 

Gulf Arab states. Qatar’s support for jihadist 

groups, such as the Syrian Nusra Front, was 

one of the reasons why Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE, Bahrain and Egypt imposed a land, sea 

and air blockade on the emirate in 2017. 

Although the crisis was resolved in January 

2021, there has been no fundamental change 

in Doha’s policies, meaning that tensions 

between the Gulf Arab monarchies could 

reignite at any time. 

Assad’s downfall and HTS’s takeover of 

power are major successes of Qatari policy. 

Since the “Arab Spring” in 2011, Doha has 

bet on Islamists of various orientations as 

the forces of the future, in the belief that 

forging alliances with them would increase 

its own regional influence. 

By contrast, Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

positioned themselves as leaders of the 

counterrevolution, supporting the restora-

tion of autocratic rule in Egypt and Tunisia 

while taking on Islamist movements mili-

tarily elsewhere. The UAE was particularly 

uncompromising: it even backed Assad from 

https://www.tasnimnews.com/fa/news/1403/10/16/3232891
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/obstacles-to-a-turkey-syria-reconciliation/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/syria-turkey-military-operation-russia-troops-withdrew-ukraine
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/turkeys-reconciliation-efforts-in-the-middle-east#hd-d23176e434
https://thearabweekly.com/turkey-tries-reassure-syrian-opposition-while-normalising-assad
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2024/11/deir-ezzor-aanes-launches-unannounced-municipal-elections/
https://akmckeever.substack.com/p/this-week-in-northern-syria-32025
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/armed-groups-in-syria-should-be-merged-into-single-army-turkish-foreign-minister/3463829
https://www.insightturkey.com/commentaries/turkish-foreign-at-the-turn-of-the-century-of-turkiye-challenges-vision-objectives-and-transformation
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/armed-groups-in-syria-should-be-merged-into-single-army-turkish-foreign-minister/3463829
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/qatars-foreign-policy
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/qatars-foreign-policy
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/saudi-arabia-and-the-arab-spring
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/saudi-arabia-and-the-arab-spring
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2015 onwards to prevent further Islamist 

gains; and in 2018, it became the first Arab 

state to restore ties with Syria after they 

had been severed owing to the civil war. Abu 

Dhabi then sought to rehabilitate Assad 

within the Arab world. While the UAE may 

welcome the fact that Iran is weaker owing 

to the loss of Syria as a key ally, the fall of 

the Damascus regime remains a significant 

setback for Emirati policy. 

Saudi Arabia’s attitude towards the power 

shift in Syria is similarly ambivalent, 

although it views HTS’s victory from the 

standpoint of greater pragmatism than does 

the UAE. While Riyadh supported reconcil-

iation with Assad’s Syria, it did not restore 

relations until 2023 – much later than 

the UAE – and kept more distance from 

Damascus. Like the Emirati leadership, 

Saudi Arabia worries about the broader 

regional impact of an Islamist takeover in 

Syria; however, it is less ideologically driven 

than Abu Dhabi in its fight against Islamist 

movements. At the same time, Riyadh wel-

comes the weakening of Iran and Hezbollah. 

Recently, there have been growing signs 

of Saudi Arabia’s willingness to engage – 

pragmatically – with HTS-led Syria. 

Israel 

The fall of the Assad regime has further 

shifted the regional balance of power in 

Israel’s favour, not least because Iranian 

troops and allied Afghan militias (such as 

the Fatemiyoun Brigade) have been pulled 

out of Syria. Before those developments, 

Israel had inflicted significant losses on its 

adversaries – including Hamas, Hezbollah 

and Iran – in the wake of the 7 October 

2023 attacks. 

Immediately after the fall of Assad, Israel 

declared the collapse of the 1974 Israeli-

Syrian ceasefire agreement and launched 

the “Arrow of Bashan” operation. According 

to Defence Minister Israel Katz, Israel’s 

objectives were to establish an observation 

post on Mount Hermon overlooking Leba-

non’s Beqaa Valley, a Hezbollah stronghold; 

create a new buffer zone and deterrence 

against the rebels in Damascus; and prevent 

the weapons that belonged to the Assad 

regime falling into the rebels’ hands. De-

spite their mild rhetoric, the new rulers in 

Damascus were deemed untrustworthy by 

Israel owing to their extremist past and on-

going ties to extremist groups. 

Accordingly, the Israeli military took 

over control of the demilitarised zone estab-

lished under the 1974 ceasefire agreement 

(and previously overseen by the UNDOF 

mission) and the peak of Mount Hermon. 

Both sites are on Syrian territory extending 

beyond the Golan Heights, which Israel 

occupied in 1967 and annexed in 1981. 

Israel also set up checkpoints outside the 

UN buffer zone. And it seized the oppor-

tunity to destroy most of the Assad regime’s 

remaining military capabilities. The Israeli 

Air Force carried out more than 130 air-

strikes across Syria – primarily, but not 

exclusively, in the western and southern 

regions of the country. Within 48 hours, 

according to an Israeli military spokes-

person, 70–80 per cent of Syria’s military 

capacity was wiped out, including the near 

total destruction of its air defence and radar 

systems. An obstacle to future Israeli air-

strikes against Iran was thereby removed. 

In mid-December 2024, the Netanyahu 

government announced plans to expand 

settlements in the Golan Heights and double 

the Israeli population there. This move is 

likely to stand in the way of a peaceful reso-

lution with Syria, regardless of who holds 

power in Damascus. 

United States 

The balance of power in Syria and the 

broader region has also shifted in favour of 

the US: the Assad regime was an adversary 

and both Iran and its allied militias have 

been weakened. At the same time, US 

policy goals vis-à-vis Syria have not yet been 

fully achieved and remain problematic for 

Turkey: Washington continues its campaign 

against IS alongside the Kurdish-dominated 

SDF, while Turkey and the SNA are actively 

targeting the SDF. Meanwhile, Damascus 

is seeking to integrate SDF fighters into its 

new army, albeit as individuals, not as mem-

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/12/28/uae-reopens-damascus-embassy-after-seven-years
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-60804050
https://www.iranintl.com/202412073308
https://www.iranintl.com/202412073308
https://www.bbc.com/persian/articles/cg7rngy4n07o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c77jrrxxn07o
https://breakingthenews.net/Article/Katz:-Israeli-army-prolongs-stay-at-Syrian-buffer-zone/63247093
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/inside-israels-shadow-war-against-iran-in-syria/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/inside-israels-shadow-war-against-iran-in-syria/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/syria-map/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/syria-map/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cz6lgln128xo
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bers of the SDF. Against this background, 

the US government has been working to-

wards a peaceful settlement between HTS 

and the SDF, on the one hand, and between 

the SDF and Turkey, on the other. 

A sustainable solution is also needed for 

the IS fighters and their relatives who are 

being held in prisons, detention centres and 

internment camps controlled by the SDF. 

When the Trump administration suspended 

all US foreign aid in January 2025, a tem-

porary workaround was established to pay 

the guards at detention camps such as 

al-Hol and al-Roj. However, if such funding 

were to be halted permanently, there could 

be significant instability. 

Right now, what course the Trump II 

administration is going to follow remains 

uncertain and US policy towards Syria 

could shift abruptly. Not least, this uncer-

tainty extends to the presence of American 

troops on Syrian territory in the future and 

America’s partnership with the SDF. Shortly 

after the fall of Assad, Trump himself called 

for the US to refrain from involvement in 

Syria’s internal dynamics, while National 

Security Advisor Mike Waltz has supported 

withdrawing American forces from the coun-

try. By contrast, Secretary of State Marco 

Rubio argued in January 2025 for continued 

US engagement in Syria and ongoing sup-

port for the SDF. According to him, the pri-

ority is not only to pave the way for an “in-

clusive transition” but also to ensure that 

hostile actors do not exploit the transitional 

process in order to push their own agendas. 

Syria, he emphasised, must not become a 

“source of international terrorism”. 
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