
1 Center for American Progress | Next Steps in Syria: A Look at U.S. Priorities and Interests

Next Steps in Syria: A Look at U.S. 
Priorities and Interests
Ken Sofer August 14, 2012

Introduction

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and what remains of his loyal military forces are cur-
rently engaging in what some are calling the “mother of all battles,”1 a large-scale artillery 
and ground assault on Syria’s largest city, Aleppo. The northwestern city of 2.1 million 
people has quickly become the primary battleground between state forces and the rebel-
lion against the Assad regime’s rule in Syria.

The ongoing battle for control of Aleppo comes on the heels of a bombing in Damascus 
that killed three of Assad’s top security aides,2 the departure of Kofi Annan as U.N. 
special envoy to the country,3 the defection of Syrian Prime Minister Riyad Farid Hijab,4 
and the downing of a Syrian fighter jet earlier this week.5

These recent turns of events—including the expansion of the conflict to regime strong-
holds and the effective end of prospects for a diplomatic solution to the conflict—mark 
an important new phase of the rebellion. This new phase poses the most serious threat 
to the Baath Party’s 42-year rule of Syria, leaving open the possibility for more extreme 
measures from an increasingly desperate regime.

The United States has so far refrained from taking an active role in Syria, despite calls 
by some for military intervention against the Assad regime.6 U.S. restraint was the right 
call in the early phases of the rebellion, but the recent escalation in fighting poses greater 
risks to key U.S. interests and will likely lead to greater U.S. involvement.

Though the overwhelming majority of the international community and U.S. policy-
makers agree that Assad must be removed from power, many policy recommendations 
incorrectly use Assad’s removal as the sole litmus test for success. Failing to address the 
effect of such policies on the range of U.S. interests in Syria could have disastrous results 
for the United States and its regional allies. 
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U.S. policymakers should focus their attention on five major priorities in Syria:

 – Preventing the spillover of conflict into neighboring countries, including mitigating 
the effect of refugee outflows

 – Securing Syria’s chemical weapons stockpile and preventing their use
 – Eliminating the space for Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups to operate
 – Safeguarding the country against collapse into sectarian violence
 – Preparing for an effective and stable political transition 

This issue brief will analyze each priority, why they matter to U.S. strategic interests, and 
how each is affected by the current situation in Syria, and will recommend options for 
U.S. policymakers to address these critical interests.

Preventing the spillover of conflict into neighboring countries, 
including mitigating the effect of refugee outflows

For U.S. policymakers, preventing the violence and instability in Syria from expand-
ing to its neighbors, where the United States has important strategic interests, will be a 
difficult challenge and one that is largely out of their hands. But efforts to assist the large 
refugee populations in neighboring countries, along with intelligence and counterter-
rorism coordination to prevent cross-border attacks, can at least reduce the likelihood of 
the Syrian crisis becoming a regional crisis.

For the most part, the violence within Syria so far has presented a grave humanitarian 
crisis but not a direct threat to key U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East. That’s 
starting to change, as violence begins to affect Syria’s neighbors—Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, 
and Jordan—with the potential for the conflict to reach our allies in Israel. The United 
States possesses few political, economic, or military interests in Syria, but it does possess 
such interests in every single one of Syria’s neighbors and cannot afford the possibility of 
regionwide instability and violence.

Widespread violence in a neighboring country inherently carries some potential for 
spillover, but the large number of refugees, the semisectarian nature of the conflict in 
Syria, and the potential for transnational terrorist attacks make the likelihood of the con-
flict drawing in neighboring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan significantly 
more likely.

The refugee situation in Syria is impossible to untie from the dangers of spillover con-
flict in Syria’s neighbors. The massive influx of refugee populations—some of which 
are in refugee camps, some of which are in homestays—places significant strain on the 
local economies of border communities and has pulled Syria’s neighbors further into the 
conflict, binding their futures to the resolution of this crisis.
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The size of the refugee populations in Syria’s neighbors poses daunting logistical and 
resource problems. The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees reports 135,640 reg-
istered Syrian refugees, including 50,227 in Turkey, 39,600 in Jordan, and 36,040 in 
Lebanon as of August 13.7 This number, however, vastly underestimates the number 
of actual refugees in Syria’s neighbors since so many refugees are not registered with 
the commission. Unofficial estimates place the number of refugees closer to 140,000 in 
Jordan and 90,000 in Lebanon,8 a daunting task for any nation to handle. Despite the 
challenge of accommodating so many refugees, Syria’s neighbors have kept their borders 
open to refugees.

More resources are needed to serve the humanitarian needs of these refugee communi-
ties and to prevent their presence from destabilizing the fragile economies of their host 
countries. The United States should encourage wealthier, actively engaged countries 
such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia to help fund the refugee commission’s efforts. The U.N. 
High Commissioner for Refugees and other major refugee organizations should in turn 
provide direct cash assistance to Syrian refugees, which limits the financial strain on host 
communities and avoids the frequent logistical difficulties of delivering food, bedding, 
medical supplies, and other aid products to refugee communities. The leadership role 
the United States can play in mobilizing aid money from the Persian Gulf and Europe 
and in pressuring countries to continue their humanitarian efforts for Syrian refugees 
should not be underestimated.

The influx of 90,000 predominantly Sunni Syrian refugees has also reignited many of the 
sectarian divisions in neighboring Lebanon. While the rebellion in Syria is not inher-
ently sectarian, the reliance of the Assad regime on Alawite support creates perceptions 
of sectarian conflict. Alawites, the Shia Muslim sect from which the Assad family hails, 
comprise roughly 13 percent of Syria’s total population.9 Sunni Arabs, who comprise 74 
percent of Syria’s population,10 are believed to support the anti-Assad rebellion. Other 
minority groups such as the Druze, Christians, and Kurds remain divided in their sup-
port for the regime or the rebellion.

Gun battles along these sectarian lines have erupted throughout Lebanon, particularly in 
Tripoli, which is home to large Sunni and Alawi communities.11 The sectarian divide in 
Lebanon matches the country’s long, complex relationship with the Assad government 
in Syria. Assad is one of Shiite political party and militia Hezbollah’s most important 
supporters; the Syrian military maintained a 14,000-troop presence in Lebanon for 30 
years;12 and Damascus is considered by many to be complicit in the assassination of 
former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri (a Sunni) in 2005.13

It is unclear what effect, if any, the influx of Syrian refugees will have on Lebanon’s 
domestic politics. One cautionary tale, however, may be the influx of Palestinian refu-
gees following the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, which upset the delicate sectarian balance of 
Lebanon and contributed heavily to the country’s 25-year civil war.14
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As a result, Lebanon’s various ethnic and religious communities have strong domestic 
political considerations at stake in the future of the Assad regime and how the refugee 
situation is handled, making Syria’s western neighbor the most likely country to experi-
ence a major spillover of violence.

To a lesser degree, the large Kurdish population in Syria poses risks for neighboring 
Turkey and Iraq, who have their own large Kurdish minorities. Both countries are wary 
of complete state collapse in Syria, which could lead to an autonomous or even indepen-
dent Kurdish region, exacerbating long-standing calls in both states’ domestic Kurdish 
populations for an independent Kurdistan.

The Kurdish question, combined with large refugee populations and semiporous bor-
ders between Syria and its neighbors, open up the possibility for cross-border attacks 
by terrorist groups or the Assad regime itself. The potential for cross-border violence, 
particularly in Turkey, is the most likely scenario for foreign intervention in Syria and 
should be viewed with great caution.

Turkey’s diplomatic and logistical support for the Syrian rebellion, including an opera-
tions “nerve center” near Adana to help coordinate anti-Assad forces,15 has made Ankara 
crucial to the Free Syrian Army—and subsequently a target for the Assad regime. One 
potential response by the Assad regime is to use the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, a terror-
ist group that advocates for Kurdish secession from Turkey, as a proxy to attack Turkish 
citizens, soldiers, or possibly anti-Assad forces in Turkey.

Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan claimed in July that Assad had given the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party five Syrian provinces from which to operate and launch attacks 
against Turkey.16 Erdogan’s Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu stated that taking measures 
against a terrorist threat emanating from Syrian soil is “our right and our duty,”17 which 
indicates the potential for Turkish military action if Ankara views such a threat.

The possibility of a Syrian or terrorist attack across the border into Turkey and a sub-
sequent Turkish military response in Syrian territory significantly raises the potential 
for the expansion of violence into Syria’s neighbors, drawing our NATO ally Turkey 
into direct conflict with the Assad regime. During a recent think tank simulation of the 
Syrian crisis, this scenario led to a full-scale military intervention in Syria led by Turkey 
and supported by NATO.18

As the Center for American Progress has previously examined, the practical and logistical 
challenges of a military intervention in Syria should not be taken lightly and could have a 
variety of unintended negative consequences on other key U.S. interests in the region.19
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Securing Syria’s chemical weapons stockpile and preventing their use

Addressing the danger of Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal—including preventing their 
use by the Assad regime or their proliferation into the hands of nonstate actors—should 
be one of the most critical security priorities of the United States moving forward in 
Syria. Their use and potential proliferation opens up a range of dangers to U.S. interests 
and allies that are unacceptable under any circumstances.

Unfortunately, such a difficult task does not come with a solution as simple as bomb-
ing the arsenal. It will require concerted intelligence efforts by the United States and 
regional allies, coordination with the Free Syrian Army, and cooperation with the rem-
nants of the Syrian military following Assad’s fall.

The recent successes of the rebellion have credibly threatened Assad’s hold on power, 
and while this may be a positive development for the Syrian people, it unfortunately 
opens up the possibility of more desperate and dangerous actions by the Assad regime 
to survive. The most troubling of these survival options to emerge over the past several 
weeks is chemical warfare against Syrian civilians, rebel fighters, and foreign forces.

It has long been assumed—since the 1980s—that Syria possesses a large chemical weap-
ons arsenal, including domestic chemical facilities to produce such weapons since 2005.20 
But Foreign Ministry Spokesman Jihad Makdissi’s comments on July 23 mark the first time 
the Syrian government has ever acknowledged the existence of such weapons.

At a news conference live on Syrian state television, Makdissi declared that, “Any stock 
of W.M.D. or unconventional weapons that the Syrian Army possesses will never, never 
be used against the Syrian people or civilians during this crisis, under any circumstances. 
These weapons are made to be used strictly and only in the event of external aggression 
against the Syrian Arab Republic.”21

Makdissi’s comments are the most unambiguous warning by the Assad regime against 
international intervention and highlight the potential for even a limited international 
effort such as proposals to establish humanitarian corridors22 to quickly escalate into a 
full-scale war with Syrian state forces.

Syria is believed to possess hundreds of tons of chemical agents, including sarin nerve 
agents, mustard gas, and possibly a highly dangerous and rapidly reacting VX nerve 
agent.23 The Syrian military is also believed to possess a range of delivery mechanisms 
for these chemical agents, including chemical warheads for Scud-class ballistic missiles, 
artillery shells, and air-dropped bombs.24

It is unclear how many Syrian missiles are mobilized with chemical warheads, as 
opposed to stored separately from their chemical counterparts. Charles Blair of the 
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Federation of American Scientists recently said, “I’ve heard that Syria has 100 to 200 
missiles with nerve agents loaded and ready to go, but that seems extreme.”25

Syria is thought to possess four main chemical production facilities, along with two 
munitions storage facilities. Three of these facilities are near major flashpoints in the 
rebellion: Homs, Hama, and al-Safirah, just 15 miles southeast of Aleppo.26 U.S. intel-
ligence and military leaders should work with our international partners in the region 
to develop contingency plans in the event that fighting between rebel and state forces 
damages these facilities.

Keeping these facilities secure and safe will be one of the most difficult challenges of 
the next phase in the rebellion. The U.S. military estimates that roughly 75,000 ground 
troops are needed to secure Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles and facilities,27 which 
highlights the growing logistical challenge, as the Syrian military shifts its focus away 
from defending the chemical weapons and toward defending the capital.

Barring a full-scale ground invasion by the United States, Turkey, or Israel, the post-
Assad responsibility of protecting these chemical weapons from falling into the hands of 
nonstate actors will fall onto either the Free Syrian Army or the remnants of the Syrian 
military. Even assuming that the Free Syrian Army would be properly organized to man-
age such a task, the rebel army is estimated at only 40,000 fighters,28 most of whom are 
not properly trained or equipped to secure a chemical weapons facility.

The Obama administration is right to warn the Syrian opposition not to repeat the mis-
takes of Iraq—disbanding the old regime’s security services29—in part because of what this 
would mean for the fate of Assad’s chemical weapons. Members of the Assad-loyal military 
will therefore be required to secure Syria’s chemical weapons regardless of the rebellion’s 
outcome. Ensuring buy-in by the Syrian military to any transition plan will be critical. 

One alternative to securing the chemical weapons facilities and stockpiles is to simply 
destroy them. Several reports indicate that Israeli military officials are currently studying 
how they would launch an attack to destroy Syria’s vast chemical weapons arsenal.30 In 
addition to the inherent risks of launching any air attack against Syria’s air defenses, an 
attack on a chemical facility creates the risk of releasing a chemical cloud and harming 
nearby civilians.

A chemical cloud released into the atmosphere could be just as deadly as a deliberate 
chemical attack by the Assad regime or nonstate actors. A classified 2001 study by the 
U.S. Army Surgeon General estimated that a terrorist attack on a chemical plant in a 
densely populated area in the United States could injure or kill as many as 2.4 million 
people as a result of the released chemical cloud.31
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The risk of accidentally releasing a chemical cloud outweighs the limited probability of 
successfully eliminating Syria’s entire chemical arsenal. Though U.S. and Israeli intelli-
gence have a high degree of confidence regarding the location of Syria’s chemical weapons 
production facilities, it is significantly harder to identify Syria’s numerous smaller chemi-
cal weapons storage facilities. Additionally, regime forces have reportedly begun moving 
these chemical weapons out of storage,32 making it harder to track the location of the entire 
stockpile. Finally, an Israeli attack on Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal—even for legiti-
mate reasons of self-defense—could provide Assad with a significant propaganda victory 
and create an unintended “rally around the flag” effect in favor of the regime.

Eliminating the space for Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups to operate

One disconcerting development in the Syrian rebellion is the growing role of Al 
Qaeda and other extremist fighters within the Syrian opposition. Director of National 
Intelligence James Clapper testified in February that Al Qaeda in Iraq was “extending its 
reach into Syria” and likely was responsible for a series of bombings in Damascus and 
Aleppo.33 Earlier this month, NBC’s Richard Engel reported that at least 286 Al Qaeda-
affiliated terrorists were operating near the Syrian-Turkish border.34

While any Al Qaeda presence in Syria is troubling, domestic and foreign jihadists 
represent an incredibly small number of fighters compared to the 40,000-person Free 
Syrian Army. It is important for U.S. policymakers to keep a watchful eye on the terror-
ist or terrorist-sympathetic elements of the Syrian opposition, but it would be unwise to 
overemphasize their importance to the rebellion. 

The Combatting Terrorism Center at West Point described the danger of jihadists in 
the Syrian conflict as, “Rather than an overwhelming security challenge, jihadists are a 
nagging itch … complicating U.S. policymaking while at times pursuing complimentary 
intermediate goals.”35 

Still, efforts to reduce the long-term role of jihadists in a future Syrian state will need to 
begin now. One way to limit the influence of jihadists is to reduce their oversized access 
to resources and finances. According to Peter Harling of the International Crisis Group, 
“A lot of jihadi discourse has to do with funding. You have secular people and very mod-
erate Islamists who join Salafi groups because they have the weapons and the money.”36 
Similarly, the Al Qaeda network has been able to exert greater influence on the rebellion 
by providing funding and arms to cash-strapped rebel units.37

Many of the resources for more extreme elements of the rebellion come from backers in 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar,38 who may view Salafi fighters as a better alternative to a Shia-
controlled or secular Syria. Convincing our regional partners that promoting extremist 
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elements in a post-Assad Syria will be more detrimental to their interests than would a 
secular, democratic state will be a top priority for U.S. diplomats.

Despite the willingness of some rebels to accept arms, money, and even fighters from Al 
Qaeda and other extremist sources, this appears to be a tactical, not ideological decision. 
Though some rebel groups will continue to allow jihadist participation if they believe 
that is the most effective means of removing Assad from power, others actively seek U.S. 
and Western support to eliminate the role of Al Qaeda and other terrorists.39 

Through better, more streamlined support, the United States and other concerned partners 
such as Turkey or Jordan will need to convince the Syrian opposition that its goal of remov-
ing Assad from power is better served by accepting Western instead of jihadi assistance. 

Safeguarding the country against collapse into sectarian violence

One of the worst-case outcomes of the conflict in Syria is collapse into the sort of 
sectarian violence that marred Iraq in the 2000s and Lebanon in the 1980s, or even the 
complete disintegration of Syria as a contiguous state. The violence and instability that 
would ensue if Syria collapses into a sectarian civil war or disintegrates as a contiguous 
state would threaten U.S. allies and interests in the region for decades. The United States 
and its regional partners will need to work closely with the Free Syrian Army to manage 
the militarization of the conflict and prevent such worst-case scenarios.

The first step to preventing such an outcome is to minimize the number of civilian casu-
alties in the remaining part of the conflict and incorporate Syria’s various ethnic com-
munities into the movement. This should remain an important priority for American 
interests not only from a moral perspective, but also because a positive Syrian future 
as a stable, open society cannot afford a fractured, devastated population that requires 
decades to rebuild.

The growing intensity of the conflict in Syria and the Assad regime’s willingness to use 
heavy weapons against major population centers such as Aleppo have exacted a sig-
nificant human toll on the country. Current death toll estimates—including civilians, 
rebel soldiers, and regime soldiers—range from the Syrian government’s official count 
of 6,947 to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights’s estimate of more than 20,000.40 
These numbers don’t include more recent deaths from the fighting in Aleppo.

These numbers are also likely to significantly rise regardless of any efforts made by U.S. 
policymakers. The growing desperation of the Assad regime will lead to continually bru-
tal tactics, as well as the possible use of its chemical weapons arsenal referred to above. 
The changing nature of the conflict in Syria and the regime’s response make civilian 
casualties highly likely in battles such as the one raging in Aleppo.
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The expansion of the conflict to Aleppo and Damascus has forced the Syrian military 
to divert more troops to defending regime strongholds, in turn promoting the use 
of heavy weaponry such as tanks, helicopters, and artillery to compensate for the 
reduced troop presence.

But the use of heavy weaponry and air power by the Syrian military is not purely a question 
of resources. It also reflects the limitations of a military that is neither trained nor equipped 
to engage in close-quarters combat with an asymmetrical force such as the Free Syrian 
Army. Rebel guerillas have been able to take advantage of and inflict major casualties on 
Syrian soldiers, who are prepared almost exclusively for a conventional war with Israel.41

Rebels have noted the poor tactics used by the Syrian military when operating in close 
quarters. Contrary to standard military doctrine, Syrian tanks often enter urban areas 
unsupported by ground troops, leaving them susceptible to attacks by rebel gunners, 
who can quickly hide before being targeted by the tanks.42

Such tactical failures and heavy casualties by the Syrian military against an asymmetrical 
force have incentivized long-range attacks using heavy weaponry and air power. Using 
fighter jets and firing artillery at a densely populated city such as Aleppo isn’t nearly as 
accurate as using ground troops with traditional firearms. The regime’s continued reli-
ance on such tactics and weaponry increases the potential for the indiscriminate use of 
force and high civilian casualties.

Some rebel fighters and American commentators have called for a U.S.-led no-fly zone 
in Syria to combat the Assad regime’s use of air power on population centers.43 Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton announced this weekend that the United States is still consider-
ing imposing a no-fly zone in Syria in coordination with our NATO ally Turkey.44 The 
attention on Syrian air power grew this week, with the admission by the Assad regime 
that it is using MiG-23 fighter jets to attack rebel fighters. Rebel leaders claim they shot 
down a Syrian jet using antiaircraft guns, while the regime claims the jet crashed due to a 
technical malfunction.45

Some proponents of a no-fly zone point to the recent experience in Libya as a model for 
the efficacy and relatively low cost of imposing a no-fly zone. But as CAP has previously 
argued,46 the dynamics and geography of the battle in Syria differ dramatically from the 
battle for Libya. The logistical difficulties, limited efficacy, and potential for unintended 
consequences of direct U.S. military action in Syria make a no-fly zone a high-risk, 
medium-reward policy option for the United States.

Instead, the United States can help the rebellion combat the regime’s tactics by improving 
the command and control of opposition fighters through logistical, communication, and 
intelligence assistance. The United States is already providing a degree of assistance in this 
capacity,47 although the level of coordination with the operational level of the armed rebel-
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lion remains limited. Additionally, President Barack Obama recently signed an intelligence 
finding that permits the CIA to provide covert assistance to the Syrian rebels, according to 
several reports,48 although the type of assistance authorized remains unclear.

The CIA is also reportedly helping our Turkish, Saudi, and Qatari partners decide which 
rebels should receive arms, but the United States has so far refrained from directly arming 
the opposition itself.49 Most of the weapons provided are small arms such as rifles, but more 
dangerous weapons such as antitank missiles are beginning to appear in rebel arsenals.50

This model of supplying the rebel fighters carries many risks and explains much of the 
United States’s rightful apprehension about directly arming the opposition. The United 
States should instead begin pushing our regional partners to funnel all arms, equipment, 
and funds through the Syrian National Council—the leaders of the political opposition to 
Assad—allowing them to direct these resources to proper channels within the Free Syrian 
Army and other elements of the rebellion. This will reduce the currently haphazard and 
messy nature of international support and will allow the Syrian National Council to better 
police the rebellion, making it clear that tactics such as publicly executing Assad loyalists51 
are unacceptable and incompatible with the goals of the rebellion.

Another way to neutralize the Syrian military is to simply deprive them of the necessary 
manpower for such large-scale warfare by incentivizing defections. As many as 60,000 
members of the Syrian military—roughly 20 percent of the country’s estimated 295,000 
active personnel—have defected or deserted according to Turkish intelligence.52 
Additionally, almost none of the 80,000 Syrians conscripted into mandatory military 
service this year have reported for duty.53 The overwhelming majority of these defec-
tions and desertions come from low-level Sunni soldiers.

While the defection and desertion of so many Syrian soldiers helps weaken the overall 
strength of the Syrian military, the next step will be increasing the number of defec-
tions from Syrian military officers and commanders with their units and weaponry 
intact. Since the uprising began, 28 Syrian generals have defected to Turkey,54 including 
Brigadier General Manaf Tlass, a Sunni general considered close to Bashar al-Assad and 
his inner circle.55

But men such as Tlass are hard to come by. The majority of Syria’s officer corps and 
key commanders are Alawite, with many coming specifically from Assad’s tribe, while 
Sunnis make up the majority of the conscript soldiers.56 Among the Sunni officers, few 
are promoted to the level of Tlass, who was thought to be sufficiently loyal to the regime 
due to his father’s close ties to Hafez al-Assad—Bashar’s father and former president of 
Syria—and his 32 years serving as the country’s defense minister.57

So far, the Free Syrian Army has had little success convincing Alawite officers to turn 
on the Assad regime and defect to the rebellion. The defection of more Alawite officers, 
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who control the most important divisions and weaponry, will have a greater effect on 
the Syrian military than the defection of lower-level Sunni conscripts.

The United States and allied countries have a limited but important role to help incen-
tivize greater Alawite defection to reduce the de facto sectarian nature of the conflict and 
limit the efficacy of the Syrian military. The United States can be a leader in the interna-
tional community generating the moral and political space for Alawi officers to defect to 
the legitimate popular aspirations of the Syrian people, as opposed to simply the Sunni 
faction of a sectarian conflict. 

Alawi military officers will be extremely concerned with the physical, legal, and financial 
security of themselves and their families if they defect from the regime. It will be difficult 
for the United States, regional partners, and the Syrian National Council to assuage the 
concerns of Alawi officers. But until this calculus changes, Alawi members of the mili-
tary will be more likely to pin their livelihoods to the future the Assad regime.

As part of the effort to pry the Alawi community from the Assad regime, the Syrian 
rebellion must also make it clear that it will prevent reprisal attacks on Alawites follow-
ing Assad’s fall. Though the threat to the Sunni community poses the most likely risk 
of civilian casualties during the rebellion, it is the threat to the Alawi community that 
poses the most likely risk of civilian casualties during the transition period. Ensuring the 
protection of Alawites and making sure the Syrian National Council publicly prioritizes 
this issue is critical to any hope of a stable post-Assad Syria.

If the rebellion fails to incorporate Alawites and build a truly national movement, the 
country risks collapsing into sectarian civil war or even fragmenting into ethnic mini-
states. Iraq and Lebanon have yet to recover from their respective sectarian civil wars 
and remain vulnerable to the re-emergence of violence. Syria cannot be allowed to turn 
into yet another venue for a Saudi-Iranian sectarian proxy war, with frequent massacres 
and reprisal massacres of each ethnic community.

The fragmentation of Syria into a set of ethnic ministates is no more desirable. There is 
speculation that if Assad feels he cannot hold Damascus, he and his inner circle will retreat 
to an Alawi ethnic enclave along Syria’s western coast, protected by the Jabal an Nusayriyah 
mountain range.58 Similar ethnic ministates could break out for the Druze community in 
the south, near the Jabal al-Druze; the Christian community, near Homs; and the Kurdish 
community in the northeast. The prospect of an independent or highly autonomous 
Kurdish ministate would be extremely destabilizing for Turkey and Iraq, which both have 
large Kurdish populations that have long advocated for an independent Kurdistan.
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Preparing for an effective and stable political transition

Though the conflict in Syria is far from over, it appears increasingly likely that Assad’s 
reign over Syria will eventually come to an end. The United States and its international 
partners—particularly Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar—should begin preparing the 
Syrian opposition to assume control over the country in an ordered and stable manner.

The first step toward this goal is to unify the rebellion—specifically the armed resis-
tance led by the Free Syrian Army and the political opposition by the Syrian National 
Council—into a single coherent body. According to U.S. Director of National 
Intelligence Clapper, “There is not a national movement … there is not a unitary con-
nected opposition force. It’s very local … on a community-by-community basis.”59

The Syrian rebellion is currently a coalition of different groups and organizations, often 
with very different ideologies and visions for Syria’s future, who are all working concur-
rently toward the shared goal of removing Assad from power. Once Assad is removed 
as a common enemy, the loose confederation that makes up the rebellion could quickly 
splinter over how to handle the political and security transition of the country.

The Syrian National Council represents the best available organization to unify the 
rebellion and manage the ongoing transition process. The council is a 310-person body 
formed in Turkey this past fall by wide range of foreign-based Syrian intellectuals, secu-
lar elites, Muslim Brotherhood members, and independents.60 The United States and 
other nations at the Friends of Syria Conference in April referred to the council as the 
“legitimate representative of Syrians seeking legitimate democratic change.”61

Significant international support and domestic consolidation is needed before the 
Syrian National Council can truly manage the transition. The group needs to be more 
explicit in its vision of a new democratic Syria, particularly on the protection of minority 
groups, who have so far been reluctant to back the council.

The support of the Kurdish, Druze, and Alawite minorities will be essential to any 
peaceful post-conflict scenario. The Syrian National Council has said all the right things 
about the rule of law and the importance of the Alawite community to the social fabric 
of Syria, but the group will need greater authority to prove it can enforce such senti-
ments on the ground. 

As part of this, the Syrian National Council needs better in-country representation. Its 
location in Turkey, safe from the brutality of the Assad regime, is not helping its legiti-
macy and support within Syria. The strategic-minded Council would benefit greatly 
from stronger ties to the tactical-minded Local Coordinating Councils, which help 
organize protests and relief efforts in key areas of the conflict.
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Finally, the armed resistance led by the Free Syrian Army needs to be incorporated under 
the control of the political opposition led by the Syrian National Council. Just as any mili-
tary in a democratic nation should be subject to civilian oversight, the Free Syrian Army 
should be subject to Syrian National Council oversight. While the army would continue 
to manage military strategy and pursue the armed portion of the rebellion, it would follow 
the council’s political lead. The council would be the final arbiter of peace and be the ulti-
mate negotiator of a peace deal with the remnants of the Syrian regime.

Organizing the Free Syrian Army under the control of the Syrian National Council 
would allow the council to be a conduit for international military aid and financial 
assistance, significantly improving their leverage over other segments of the rebellion. 
The flow of funding from Saudi Arabia and Qatar to Salafi fighters makes unifying the 
pipeline of international funding and arms all the more important. 

Channeling international resources through the Syrian National Council and con-
ditioning access to these resources on adherence to the council’s vision of a secular, 
democratic Syria also may help isolate the role of jihadists and other actors within the 
rebellion, who could be a negative influence on the post-Assad transition.

The post-Assad transition will be difficult from a political, economic, security, and social 
perspective. Preparing the Syrian National Council and giving them the international 
authority to manage the transition process is vital to U.S. interests, as the previously 
discussed U.S. priorities are all jeopardized without an effective and stable transition.

For the sake of national unity, such a transition will require buy-in from former elements 
of the regime, particularly the remnants of the Syrian military. Though the prospect of 
key ministers and generals in the Assad regime being incorporated into a transition gov-
ernment may be upsetting to members of the Syrian rebellion, wide-scale purges or an 
Iraq-style de-Baathification program62 will only hurt Syria’s chances of a stable, peaceful 
future. Simply replacing one group of sectarian elites (the Alawites) with another group 
of sectarian elites (the Sunnis) will not benefit U.S. or Syrian interests.

Furthermore, making sure the Syrian people are able to manage their own transition 
process is also critical because no foreign nation—the United States included—has any 
desire to place military forces on the ground of the size or duration necessary to stabilize 
the country. In order to avoid a failed state in Syria, the United States and its regional 
partners will need to work with the Syrian National Council, the Free Syrian Army, and 
other segments of the Syrian rebellion to begin organizing for Syria’s future.
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Conclusion

It seems clear that Assad’s dictatorial and increasingly brutal rule in Syria must come to an 
end, but U.S. policymakers should remain focused on what our key priorities and interests 
are in Syria. Though Assad’s removal from power might positively serve every key U.S. 
priority, how Assad is removed and what role the international community plays has a 
significant impact on how well-served our strategic and humanitarian interests are.

The United States cannot afford to allow Syria to collapse into the sort of sectarian violence 
that plagued Lebanon and Iraq. It cannot afford for the violence in Syria to draw its neigh-
bors into the conflict. It cannot afford the proliferation of chemical weapons and small arms, 
nor can it afford for Syria to become a new safe haven for transnational terrorists. 

U.S. interests will only be served if we properly identify and actively safeguard our inter-
ests—not if we tie our fate to an arbitrary standard of success such as the removal of Assad. 
The steps to safeguard our interests in a future Syria begin today for U.S. policymakers.

Ken Sofer is a Research Assistant with the National Security and International Policy team at 
the Center for American Progress. 
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