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Summary

Syria’s conflict has transformed the country’s southern border region into a zone of regional conten-

tion. The status quo there, largely forged and maintained by Russia since 2018, aims to prevent

expanded control by the regime of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and Iranian and pro-Iranian

military forces, which could trigger a regional confrontation. The south will remain a volatile area,

probably for years, and its fate will be affected by regional politics, not the government’s will.

Key Themes

The location of Daraa and Quneitra Governorates in southern Syria near the boundaries with
Jordan and the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights strongly influenced the way the Assad regime
forces returned there in 2018.

Israel and Jordan feared that a regime return to the south would facilitate the deployment of

Iranian and Iranian proxy forces near territories they control.

To prevent Israel, Jordan, and other actors from obstructing a regime return, Russia organized
a strategy that excluded Iran’s participation and facilitated relative dialogue, soft power,
and compromise.

The nature of the Russian-led process prevented the full restoration of the regime’s full
authority in parts of the south, replacing the situation of open rebellion there with one of

low-intensity conflict.

The dynamics in the border region have taken on regional implications, so that whatever occurs

there could have repercussions further afield.

Findings

The status quo in southern Syria, despite its shortcomings, has thus far prevented a dangerous

regional escalation, making its continuation desirable.
Despite Russia’s efforts to limit an Iranian return to the south, its latitude to enforce this is

limited. There are signs that pro-Iranian military and security units of the Syrian army are

looking for ways to expand their presence in the south.
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Local politics in Daraa Governorate are inextricably linked to regional considerations and foreign
actors. The fate of former opposition figures is tied to Russia’s commitment to the region, of
which they should be wary.

To compensate for its limited authority in recaptured areas of the south, the regime has sought to
revive the role of the state as a provider of goods and services in exchange for loyalty. The state’s

limited resources hampers this, however.

For now, Iran does not appear to want to undermine the status quo in the south. However, it is
unlikely to be happy with the constraints placed on its actions, which feed into its ties with
Russia on shaping outcomes in Syria. This leaves open the possibility that Iran may one day
challenge the present situation, heightening prospects for a regional confrontation.



A Note on Methodology

Because the security situation in southern Syria prevented the author from undertaking field work,
this paper is primarily based on thirty-five interviews conducted remotely or during author’s three
field studies in Jordan in October 2019, December 2019, and March 2020. Most of the interlocutors
were Syrians living in Jordan and in southern Syria, but several were Jordanians, foreign diplomats,
or experts specialized in issues this paper examined. Triangulation was used to correlate firsthand

accounts with open source data when possible.

Introduction

The conflict in Syria has transformed country’s southern border region into a zone of regional con-
tention. Both the ceasefire line that separates Syria from the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights and the
border between Syria and Jordan have taken on new meaning during the conflict. They represent the
contours of a volatile and peripheral region that gained centrality after the Syrian uprising in 2011
because of the involvement of domestic, regional, and international actors in shaping political
outcomes there. This complex reality determined the way President Bashar al-Assad’s regime, backed
by Russia, undertook its military return to the south in 2018. By proceeding carefully because of the
regional ramifications of such a move, the regime and Russia created a situation that has left govern-

ment control over the south tentative while failing to resolve regional power plays.

Syria’s uprising began in the southern Daraa Governorate in March 2011 (see map 1). Throughout
the country an initially nonviolent movement was met with force by the regime and was gradually
transformed into a militarized rebellion that drew in foreign actors. In 2015 Russia intervened
militarily and turned the tide in favor of the regime. Between 2016 and 2018, Assad’s forces, with
Russian air cover and in many cases backed by Iran and pro-Iranian forces, reclaimed dozens of

opposition-held areas, including the southern governorates of Daraa and Quneitra.

Because Daraa and Quneitra are part of a sensitive region near the occupied Golan Heights and
Jordan, a different strategy of return there was necessary. Israel’s main concern was that the return of
regime forces would be accompanied by a major deployment of Iranian forces and their proxies near
the Golan, which could lead to the opening of a new front against Israel. This concern was shared by
the United States, which since 2013 had been part of a joint operations room in Jordan that support-
ed Syrian opposition groups. Russia and the Assad regime realized that Israel, the United States, and
Jordan had the means to jeopardize the return of Syria’s military. So, Russia pushed for a strategy that
would exclude the participation of Iran or its proxies in the battle for the south and that would
facilitate the return of regime forces by emphasizing dialogue, soft power, and compromise, which

had not been the approach in other regions.
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MAP 1
Syria's Southern Border Region
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This tactic led to weak regime control over the south, especially in Daraa Governorate. Instead of
helping the regime reimpose its military and security order, Russia’s negotiated pacification agree-
ment that preserved a role for some of the rebel groups and civilian opposition. That is why Damas-
cus has been struggling to restore its sovereignty over the border region ever since its forces’ return.
On one level it has been engaged in a low-intensity conflict with the remnants of the armed opposi-
tion that have strongly resisted the regime’s return. On another, Damascus has sought to reestablish
its authority by attempting to revive its previous role as a provider of goods and services, though
these efforts have been seriously impeded because of Syria’s deteriorating economy.

The strategic impose of the south, the regime’s inability to reimpose its full sovereignty over the area,
and the involvement of new actors such as Iran and Russia have granted this formerly peripheral
region, where the interests of multiple actors now converge and conflict, a crucial role in regional

affairs. This makes for a volatile situation that affirms how extensively Syria’s south has changed
since 2011.



The Return of Syrian Regime Forces to the South

The military offensive in the south by regime forces backed by Russia began in June 2018 and was
over by early August. These forces began by targeting northeastern parts of Daraa Governorate and
soon recaptured the area before marching toward the border with Jordan.! By the end of the cam-
paign there were different degrees of control exerted by the Assad regime in the region. This was the
result of two parallel processes of return—one led by Russia, the other by the regime.

During the military advance, Russian-led negotiations between regime and opposition representa-
tives were convened in Busra al-Sham, in the Daraa Governorate. Involving more dialogue and

compromise, this process resulted in the establishment of zones where the presence of the regime’s
security services was weak to nonexistent. The regime track aimed at securing surrender deals from

rebels and allowed for the imposition of a stronger security presence.

Before the military offensive as well as in the initial phases of the negotiation process in Busra al-Sh-
am, Russia sought to apply its relatively milder approach to all of Daraa and Quneitra Governorates.?
However, negotiations with the rebels took place in the context of a constantly shifting situation on
the ground. What ensued was a more complicated map with three types of areas. The first included
Busra al-Sham, parts of Daraa City that were under rebel control (known as Daraa al-Balad), and
Tafas, as well as some areas surrounding the cities. These areas were characterized by a return of state
institutions, but not of the Syrian army and security services. Russia remained committed to the
agreement with the rebels in these areas. In a second area, covering Daraa’s northwestern rural areas,
the Russian and regime track worked simultaneously, which allowed for a return of the regime’s
military and security forces, even if their control was not absolute. And in a third area, where the

regime recaptured territory itself, it was able to assert firmer security control.’?

An opposition group in Busra al-Sham known as Quwwat Shabab al-Sunna (Sunni Youth Forces),
under the command of Ahmad al-Audeh, was the first to accept Russia’s terms in early July 2018.
Other rebels, including those stationed in Daraa City and Tafas, and some civilian representatives
who participated in the negotiations, initially resisted the deal, calling it “humiliating.”* However,
each time they left the negotiating table, Russia and the regime escalated their attacks against them
and managed to recapture new areas.” Eventually, the rebels and civilian opposition representatives

submitted to Russia’s terms.
One of the most important aspects of the settlement in Busra al-Sham, Daraa City, and Tafas is that

the regime’s security forces and military units, stationed outside these localities, could not carry out

major operations, such as arrests, within their boundaries. However, it did permit the return of the
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state’s civilian and governing institutions, such as municipal councils. Based on the settlement, and
thanks to Russia’s facilitation, members of rebel groups also received a security clearance. For exam-
ple, Audeh joined the Syrian Army’s Russian-sponsored Fifth Corps and became the commander of
its Eighth Brigade, the backbone of which was made up of his rebel comrades.® While nominally part
of the Syrian military, the rebels-turned-soldiers remained at odds with the regime and in charge of
local security affairs in Busra al-Sham and surrounding areas that had been included in the deal.

Audeh became Russia’s man in the south.

In Daraa City, too, former rebel groups resolved their security issues with the regime through Russia’s
facilitation. They remain in charge of the area encompassed by the agreement, still carry their light

weapons, and most have no affiliation with any of the regime’s security or military institutions.”

The situation was more complex in Tafas. There, many former rebels resolved their security issues
and joined regime military or security bodies, notably the Military Intelligence Directorate. This
enabled them to continue carrying their light weapons and to remain in their localities.® While they
were nominally reintegrated into the regime’s military and security apparatus, they still retained their

solidarity to their rebel group. As one local who still lives in Tafas noted:

After the settlement, the guys [rebels] started in their new jobs in the Fourth Division,
Military Intelligence, and so on. However, their loyalty was still with their [rebel] armed
faction. When there was a regime threat [for example an attempt to arrest someone], they

gathered in their towns to fight.”

By mid-July 2018, Russia and the regime had neutralized eastern Daraa Governorate, Daraa City,
and most of the areas along the border with Jordan by force or through negotiated agreements. They
subsequently advanced to recapture the remaining parts of northwestern Daraa and its rural areas.
There, too, Russia brokered agreements in a few localities. The towns of Nawa and Jasem entered
into an agreement with the regime with Russian guarantees. These were more onerous than the one
covering Busra al-Sham, Daraa City, and Tafas, because regime forces were in the process of retaking
areas while the negotiations were taking place. The military and security forces were allowed back but
they still face continued resistance during security operations.'® Russia occasionally involves itself in
local matters such as resolving problems that arise because of arbitrary arrests or managing tensions
between regime forces and former opposition groups.

Military operations in the south ended in the early days of August 2018 when regime forces took
control of Quneitra Governorate. This was followed by the only major evacuation in the south,
when some 10,000 rebels, their families, and other civilians left for Idlib Governorate.'" The final
battle pitched the regime against the Khaled Ibn al-Walid group, an affiliate of Islamic State, in the
Yarmouq Valley.'?



While Russia and the regime coordinated their military and negotiation efforts, the latter also had its
own strategy and channels of negotiation with opposition groups. This was well illustrated in towns
of Inkhil and Dael, located on a line between Damascus and Daraa City, and most parts of Quneitra
Governorate. The fact that the regime returned without Russian involvement allowed it to build up a
significant military and security presence. It can easily carry out arrests with little resistance.' In

those areas, Russia’s engagement appears to be relatively limited.

To prepare the way for its return to the south, the regime began intensifying its contacts with rebels
and civilians living in opposition-held areas months before the campaign. It relied on intermediaries,
most of whom were Baath Party members, retired generals, local notables, mukhtars (local adminis-
trative officials), and state employees, such as former mayors. The ultimate goal was to secure surren-

der deals, or “reconciliations,” to use the regime’s terminology.

These intermediaries had access to the regime’s senior regional security and civilian officials, and they
enjoyed influence in rebel-held localities, which often happened to be their home region.* In fact,
some of these individuals lived in opposition-held Daraa and, at times, were openly pro-regime.
While there were attempts by rebels to target them,” most were safely shielded through their family
and clan affiliations.'® One of the most telling incidents involved two persons who lived in opposi-
tion-held Daraa and participated in the Russian-sponsored Syrian National Dialogue Congress held
in Sochi in January 2018. After the meeting the two returned to their homes, where a rebel body, the
so-called Court of Justice in Hawran, had issued a warrant for their arrest. However, because of tribal

protection the two were never brought before the rebel tribunal.”

The regime used this network of intermediaries in a systematic fashion. It created local reconciliation
committees months before its military offensive. These were composed of intermediaries in the towns
whose task was to pave the way for a return of the regime’s forces.'® This included a promise from the
state that it would resume state services, provide humanitarian aid, annul arbitrarily issued warrants
for those accused of committing political crimes, and avoid bloodshed by not targeting a town
militarily."” The regime, often without coordinating with Russia, secured many such deals, allowing
for the deployment of security and military personnel.

However, there was at least one exception to this. After military operations in the south had ended,
one part of Al-Sanamayn—an important town in northern Daraa Governorate—remained under the
control of an armed group that retained its light weapons and often clashed with regime or pro-re-
gime combatants.”® Thus it was neither included within a Russian-sponsored agreement nor was it
fully recaptured.” The holdouts resisted the return of regime forces until March 2020, when the
regime retook the rebel-held area militarily. This would have repercussions throughout Daraa

Governorate and underlined the complexity and tentativeness of the regime’s return to the region.
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The Assad regime remains dissatisfied with the situation in the south. As one official put it, the state
would not tolerate areas remaining outside its control and exploited by “terrorists.”** In early May
2020, the regime showed its intentions when it exploited the killing of nine local policemen by a
former rebel to strengthen its position in southwestern parts of Daraa Governorate.” Though local
notables strongly condemned the crime,? the regime sent in military units to reinforce its presence

in an area where its control had until then been limited.?

The regime’s deployment of military units, particularly ones known to have ties with Iran, was a
challenge to the order that Russia has created and maintained in parts of the south. Moscow’s
ongoing de-escalation efforts suggest it is still committed to maintaining the status quo. However,

the mere fact that an escalation took place emphasized that there are limits to what Russia can do.

The Aftermath: The Regime's Battle for Control

Despite its successful campaign to retake the south, the regime’s military forces have remained
vulnerable even in their strongholds. The Russian strategy of return, by granting a margin of maneu-
ver to former rebel groups, transformed the conflict in the south from open rebellion to low-intensity
resistance that has taken violent and nonviolent forms. The regime’s efforts to reassert its authority
have also included nonviolent means, namely restoring the redistributive role of the state by provid-
ing basic necessities in exchange for support. But, even when effective, these efforts have hit up
against the state’s dwindling capacities.

Russia has regarded this anomalous security situation as a necessary price to pay to ensure stability in
the border region and head off any reaction by Israel or Jordan. By preventing a return in strength of
the regime’s security apparatus, Russia has reduced the chances of a major deployment of Iranian and

pro-Iranian proxy forces near the Golan Heights and the border with Jordan.

The situation in Al-Sanamayn illustrates the myriad obstacles the regime has faced since its return to
the south. The dynamics there resemble those in other parts of Daraa Governorate. In early March
2020, the regime launched an operation to impose its authority over those parts of Al-Sanamayn still
in rebel hands. According to official sources, it initiated the operation in response to calls from
residents to restore law and order.”® More importantly, this represented a message that Damascus
would not accept that areas remain outside its control in the region. However, the operation pro-
voked a reaction across Daraa Governorate, in which people mobilized against the regime’s actions.”
This took a violent turn when gunmen exchanged fire with the regime’s military and security person-
nel, attacked their positions, and even took hostages.”® The operation in Al-Sanamayn ended thanks



to a mediated solution negotiated by Russia’s man, Ahmad al-Audeh. Those armed rebels who did
not want to live under the regime’s sway could evacuate to other rebel-held areas. That was followed
by the regime taking full control of Al-Sanamayn.

The intense reaction across Daraa Governorate to the developments in Al-Sanamayn was not
unprecedented. Protests had taken place previously, especially in areas where the regime had no
means of cracking down on demonstrators. According to one count, between November 2019 and
January 2020 there were at least eleven demonstrations, fifteen sit-ins, and fifteen incidents of

anti-government graffiti in the governorate.?”’

More consequential have been cases of violent resistance, which have taken a systematic and frequent
character ever since the regime’s return. Many people, including former rebels as well as regime and
even Russian personnel have been the targets of assassinations.*® As one observer put it, “everyone is
assassinating everyone.””' Those behind such actions and their motivations are often unknown. The
war has left a legacy of political, economic, personal, and family antagonisms that have remained
unresolved, likely fueling the killings. Nonetheless, the regime’s security, military, and civilian per-
sonnel, including those who mediated between the regime and towns, have been regularly marked
for attack. According to one opposition monitoring group, since its return to the south, the regime
has lost around ninety military personnel, the most senior being a colonel.?> While the assailants may
not have been able to hit particularly hard, such attacks have not occurred in other parts of Syria and

underline the regime’s uncertain control, especially over Daraa.

Another conclusion from Al-Sanamayn and the reaction to the regime’s takeover of rebel-held areas
is that where Russia brokered deals—Busra al-Sham, Daraa City, and Tafas—there remains the
possibility of organized armed resistance. In several instances, the arrest of former rebels or civilians
from Tafas and Daraa City at regime checkpoints located outside the zones covered by the Russian
agreement provoked an escalation. Former rebels mobilized their networks and threatened to
destabilize the situation unless the detainees were released. Some of those threats led to armed
confrontations while others died out. However, the reality remains that opposition groups are still
able to defend themselves against the regime’s transgressions.

In Busra al-Sham the situation has been more complicated, characterized by a mixture of restraint
and defiance. The regime is more cautious with the Fifth Corps led by Audeh, as it is protected by
Russia. In fact, in several instances, Audeh and his comrades have antagonized the regime’s military
and security personnel without facing any consequences. In one incident, they attacked security
officers who reportedly were running a checkpoint in the southeast of Daraa Governorate that
mistreated those passing through, but Audh’s group suffered no reprisals.*®
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Similarly, in August 2019 Audeh’s men beat up a pro-regime journalist upon entering Busra al-Sham.
He had published a Facebook post that was disrespectful of Abdul Baset al-Sarut, a former football
player who joined the rebels and became a symbol of the Syrian uprising. When the perpetrator was
asked whether he was not afraid of regime retaliation, he reportedly replied, “I know the regime

wants revenge. | have received indirect threats. But I can go to Damascus [without problems]

because I have Ahmad [Audeh] behind me.”**

Outside Busra al-Sham, Tafas, and Daraa City, the regime is in greater control, though it still faces
serious challenges. An assassination attempt in March 2020 against the mayor of Inkhil—a security
stronghold—indicates that regime forces are at risk even in such locations.?* In Jasem, where the
regime has reestablished a security presence, but not as strongly as in Inkhil, the challenges are more
evident. For example, the local General Intelligence Directorate branch tried to arrest a former rebel
leader but failed when the twenty soldiers sent to arrest him were disarmed and held hostage after
word of the operation had reached their target. He called up his comrades who brought their

weapons and prevented the action.*

While violence has dominated narratives emerging from Daraa Governorate, another defining
characteristic of the situation there since the regime has come back is that negotiations and con-
flict-mitigation efforts are frequent. An example is Ahmad al-Audeh himself, who often acts as an
intermediary in defusing tensions, as was the case in Al-Sanamayn. Because he derives his power

from Russia, he can talk to both the regime and former opposition members.

However, Audeh is not alone. The so-called Central Committee in Daraa plays a similar role in
Daraa City and other parts of the governorate. It brings together influential former civilian and
military opposition leaders and local notables. Because it enjoys backing from Russia and contacts
within the regime, as well as support from former rebels, the general public, and major tribal clans,
the committee has been in a good position to resolve conflicts. It has been involved in issues ranging
from responding to robberies and kidnappings, releasing detainees, and mitigating armed violence
between non-state actors as well as between former rebels and the regime.” The committee’s access to
regime officials, facilitated by Russia, has stretched beyond the south to include senior officials in
Damascus, such as Ali Mamlouk, the head of the Baath Party’s National Security Bureau.*® The
efforts of the committee have not always yielded positive results but, as one observer put it, “regard-

less of how we evaluate their work, they have benefited Daraa.”®

Finally, another feature of the regime’s return to the southern border region is the helplessness of
former rebels who do not enjoy, or who may no longer enjoy, Russian protection. The regime forces’

takeover of rebel areas in Al-Sanamayn underlined the vulnerability of such groups. It showed that,



even though it is unable to impose its writ everywhere in Daraa, Damascus can do so by focusing its
energies on specific localities. At this time, it is hard to imagine that the regime will repeat in Busra
al-Sham, Daraa City, and Tafas what it did in Al-Sanamayn, given that the rebels there are better
armed, maintain organizational structures, and could put up a fight. However, if Russia’s pledge to
uphold the conditions of the agreement with the rebels were to evaporate, the regime would be in a
stronger position to bring these localities back under its full military and security control.

Thus far, Russia has been engaged in maintaining the status quo. Moreover, it is conceivable that,
realizing that Iran and its allies may push back against the order it has established in parts of the
south, Moscow may try to shore up its influence there by mobilizing former rebels and even bringing
back to Daraa some former rebel commanders who are now in Jordan.® In fact, there have been
reports in Daraa and Jordan that this has been taking place, but it has not been possible to verify
this. However, some prominent former opposition members in Daraa have criticized Russia for not
being proactive enough in countering regime violations of the agreement.*' The extent of Moscow’s
commitment seems to vary from one locality to another. In some areas under firm regime control, it
is nearly nonexistent. Others have argued that Russia’s strong commitment to upholding the agree-
ment in Busra al-Sham has differed in Tafas and Daraa City, where the agreement is often violated by
the regime.*

While all this may be true, Moscow has remained committed to the core of the agreement, which is
to keep the regime’s security and military presence limited. This, in turn, would significantly decrease
the ability of Iran and pro-Iranian forces to broaden their presence in the southern border region. In
order to maintain the agreement Russia has repeatedly intervened in Tafas and Daraa City to miti-
gate conflicts between former rebels and the regime that could potentially jeopardize the settlement.®
As one journalist from Daraa familiar with the situation on the ground put it, “Unlike Audeh, rebels
in Tafas still behave as an opposition force. They wouldn't have endured without Russia’s protec-
tion.”* Russian safeguards have given former rebels a margin of maneuver, but they have also tied
their fate to the Russian presence, making them more likely to advance Moscow’s interests in the

south.

Beyond the deadly game of assassinations and military escalations, the regime has sought to provide
services and basic necessities to communities where it has regained authority in order to coopt them.
Damascus appears to be reviving the pre-2011 social contract, whereby the state provided basic
necessities to communities in exchange for local support and social peace.® This helped ensure that
many basic commodities and services were more affordable, but it also handed the regime a powerful
tool of control over society. It seems that, after almost a decade of conflict, the Syrian leadership still

believes that this mechanism can be effective.
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In an interview in late 2019, Assad stated “We are still [a] socialist [country]. We have a public
sector, a very big public sector.”*® Throughout the war the regime did not fully abandon this logic. It
continued to pay civil servants who lived in many opposition-held areas, including the south, even if
inflation meant salaries were worth less.”” Additionally, travelling to regime-held areas to receive
salaries, or any other subsidized state service, involved a security risk. Yet the regime wanted to
maintain links with loyal or apolitical segments of the population. As one lawyer from Daraa whose

family continued receiving a pension put it, the regime operated according to “a logic of the state.”

Reviving the provision goods and services to inhabitants in the south became a key rallying point for
regime officials and their intermediaries before and during the military campaign.”’ Part of the appeal
of this message resulted from the failure of the opposition to create alternatives to the state. The
network of war profiteers that emerged at the intersection of aid provision, local councils, and armed
opposition groups came to embody the frustration that locals had toward opposition institutions.
One activist and journalist recalled the kidnapping of his brother who worked as a local monitor for

a foreign aid organization:

He was monitoring the distribution of aid by the local [town] council in [Daraa Governor-
ate] when he realized that 150 food baskets were missing. He filed a report. A few days later I
was informed that he had been kidnapped. With the help of the armed faction that con-
trolled my town and an honorable rebel leader from Nawa, we found him and secured his
release. He had been severely tortured. The accusation was that he was a regime agent, but it
was because of the 150 aid baskets. The [armed group] that kidnapped him had an agree-
ment with the aid organization and the local council to steal the aid. There are hundreds of

such stories that never made it to media outlets.”®

After its return, the regime attempted to restore subsidized services and goods. For instance, Damas-
cus resupplied the region with subsidized cooking gas, fuel, and wheat—three commodities whose
supply primarily depended on the government’s intention to distribute them or not.’' These goods
were also available during the period of opposition rule, although taxes levied at regime and rebel
checkpoints ensured that cooking gas, like many other commodities, was more expensive than

in regime-held areas.”> More recently, the government has also tried to control the prices

of nonsubsidized foods.”

However, there is a disparity in providing goods and services. This had already been the case in the
past and was exacerbated by the war. The regime’s security policies exclude some categories of the
population from receiving benefits; for example, some state employees were dismissed for having had

connections with the opposition. The head of the Lawyers Syndicate announced during the military



campaign in July 2018 that 250 out of 700 lawyers had been dismissed and could no longer practice
their profession.”* Returning all state employees to their positions was one of the demands of the
opposition included in the agreement with Russia and the regime.” The state has only partially
backtracked on this decision. In the case of the lawyers, some were readmitted. Others, presumably

those who were more involved with the opposition, are still awaiting to obtain a security clearance.>

Personal networks and contacts, along with localism, have also helped create disparities. People in

positions of power in a locality, or who have access to influential people, often have the latitude to
define what is distributed in that particular locality and who benefits, regardless of how the regime
recaptured the area or how strong its presence. Even before the conflict, personal connections or

animosities could make or unmake projects in a given place.””

This is still true today in Daraa Governorate. The cases of Busra al-Harir, Tafas, and Inkhil—three
cities with very different relationships with the regime—indicate that personal relationship impact
how services were delivered to an area, regardless of how strongly it fought off the regime. Busra
al-Harir, the first major town to be recaptured by the regime, put up a strong fight and the regime
required military force to capture it. But the mayor, a native technocrat perceived as being pro-re-
gime and who has good contacts with Daraa’s governor, resumed the provision of services to the city.”®
Inkhil, on the contrary, was quick to surrender to Damascus.”” But the new pro-regime mayor has
still been vital in attracting scarce state resources to the town.® In Tafas, too, personal relations have

been effective in attracting services despite it being a locus for anti-regime activities.!

The state’s lack of resources is another crucial factor in what happens in the south, as the restoration
of electricity shows. During the period of control by the rebels, one local activist recalled, the Elec-
tricity Directorate’s warehouses, which included pylons, cables, and other equipment, were all
looted.®* Lack of resources put the burden of rehabilitation on the inhabitants themselves, creating
disparities. In the Yarmouk Valley, for instance, several towns now receive electricity from the state,
sometimes for twelve hours a day. Sahem Golan, however, received electricity about six months
earlier than other places. The townspeople paid for the rehabilitation out of their pockets, which
accelerated the process.®® Something similar occurred in Al-Sanamayn where directorate officials
reportedly approached the residents of a neighborhood and said that they could provide power if the
locals paid for the pylons.**

As for goods, the regime’s capacity to maintain current levels of subsidized goods, let alone increase
them, is more and more difficult given the economic hardship that Syria is facing. Peasants, who
ought to be key beneficiaries of Baath socialist rule, are increasingly left with little assistance. The

prices of important fertilizers, such as urea 46, ammonium nitrate 30, and triple superphosphate 46,
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increased by 91 percent, 190 percent, and 154 percent respectively between 2017 and 2020.%
The head of the Damascus Farmers Union has said that the government’s decision to raise fertilizer
prices would have a negative impact on farmers who face high production costs and might have to

decrease output.®®

Since the economy is unlikely to generate enough value for the regime to be able to pursue its
assistance, it has channeled outside development and humanitarian aid to support its redistributive
institutions. For instance, the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization, with support
from the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development, is helping the government
to provide farmers across Syria with quality seeds to offset their shortage and prevent food insecurity.
Before the conflict, the General Organization for Seed Multiplication, a state institution that pro-
vides quality seeds at subsidized prices, supplied farmers with up to 300,000 tons of seeds per year.
Its capacity in 2019 had declined to 35,000 tons.” Such programs may allow the regime to maintain
some of its subsidized programs afloat, but officials cannot hope to revive the redistributive economy

without massive foreign aid, which is simply not forthcoming at the moment.

The reality is that Syria is bankrupt. The depreciation of the currency since the regime returned to
the south—from 450 Syrian pounds (SYP) to the dollar to SYP 2,400 to the dollar, as of June
2020—is a startling indication of this.®® As one resident of Tafas put it: “I think the state doesn’t have
the capacity to provide services. Otherwise, it would do so to silence people. Sometime I feel that our

area is better served than [regime areas]. I tell you, the regime wants to appease people.”®

The instability in the south is likely to continue in the foreseeable future. The regime will continue
its battle to seize all territories that remain outside of its control. Its efforts, however, are likely to pro-
voke the disapproval of Russia and neighboring countries because the regime’s return could facilitate
the expansion of Iran’s and Hezbollah’s roles in the border region. Meanwhile, the state’s dwindling
resources will undermine whatever is left of its capacities to mobilize support, exacerbating socioeco-
nomic problems. These conditions will generate instability, and, given the regional implications of

what happens in southern Syria, the risks of a broader conflagration will remain.

From a Border Area to a Zone of Regional Contention

The war in Syria has transformed the south of the country from a border region that had an inactive
front with Israel and a vibrant cross-border economy with Jordan into a volatile zone that has be-
come a focal point of regional rivalries. Developments there, forged by local, regional, and interna-

tional actors, could have ramifications that extend far beyond the area.



The young generation in the south has no firsthand recollection of the last Syrian-Israeli war, which
took place in 1973, almost four decades before the uprising. That unsettled conflict, however, im-
pacted the everyday lives of the inhabitants of the border area in many ways. This has been particu-
larly true of security regulations in the south, which have been justified as necessary in light of the
conflict with Israel. For example, Law 41/2004, the latest version of a series of similar laws, made
property transactions in border areas—building, transferring ownership, or renting property for more
than three years—subject to prior approval by the security services. One of the first demands of the
protestors in Daraa in March 2011 was that the law be rescinded.” The reason is that security
officials misused it to extort money from locals. A notable from Daraa recalled an episode from
before the uprising: “I wanted to pass on a small piece of land to my son. Security approval took

two years. At the end I relied on a friend who pushed the matter forward.””!

Today’s complications with respect to Israel dwarf the ones that existed previously. The Iranian
presence has become the main point of contention. In November 2017, before regime forces retook
the south, Jordan, Russia, and the United States signed an agreement affirming that foreign forces
and combatants would not be allowed into a zone that covered most of Daraa and Quneitra
Governorates.”” Officially, Israel was not a signatory, though that particular condition explicitly
recognized an important Israeli red line in the area. Iran and Iranian-backed forces, such as the
Lebanese Hezbollah, would be barred from deploying to large areas of the south near the occupied
Golan Heights, setting up precision weapons there, and building permanent bases or any

infrastructure allowing for attacks against Israel.”

For Jordan, too, the presence of Iran near its border was problematic. In November 2017, King
Abdullah II expressed his concerns and vowed to defend his country’s northern border against
“foreign militias,” in reference to pro-Iranian forces.”* Amman feared that their proximity might give
them leeway to destabilize the kingdom.” The potential destabilizing effect of the Iranian presence,
especially in Daraa, was also a concern because of the impact it might have on Syrian refugees.
Jordan was hosting more than 1 million refugees and could not absorb more, while it also under-

stood that stability in southern Syria would be necessary for their return.”®

These Israeli and Jordanian fears made it likely that both countries would respond to any effort by
Iran and its allies to return to the border. This opened the door to Russia’s mediation efforts to pave
the way for the regime’s return to the south. Iran, for its part, announced it would not participate in
the military operations in southern Syria.”” Though some reports surfaced on the involvement of

some Iranian-backed militias, Tehran and its proxies did not play a major role.”
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Iran’s presence, whether expressed directly or through local and foreign armed groups, and the actual
size of Iranian and proxy forces are matters of debate. Iran does have a foothold in southern Syria.
Hezbollah was present in Quneitra Province before the regime offensive in 2018, and it has likely
expanded its presence. The protests in the south in areas outside the regime’s military and security
control often include demands for the departure of so-called “Iranian militias,” in reference to
Hezbollah and other local actors perceived as proxies of Iran.*® Some opposition platforms have
provided details of this presence, claiming it is getting stronger.®’ However, such accounts may be

exaggerated and not all observers share this view.**

[ran’s operational methods in the south make it difficult to assess the number of personnel it has
deployed. According to a recent Israeli intelligence estimate, it has 800 operatives throughout Syria
and works through allied groups.®” The Syrian Army’s Fourth Armored Division and Air Force
Intelligence Directorate are widely known to have close relations with Iran. This does not imply com-
plete dependency, but ties do exist.* These Syrian forces might be playing Iran’s game, but they are
not die-hard soldiers supporting an Iranian agenda. Often their motivations involve increasing their

own income or personal security. A former resident of a town in Daraa offered such a view:

After the [June 2018] offensive, the Fourth Division recruited thirty guys from my town.
They used to be part of Jaish al-Yarmougq. I can assure you that these guys didn’t know what
three plus three equaled. They had to protect themselves. They didn’t know which party
belonged to which international power. They needed to protect themselves.®

By December 2017 Israel said that it had carried out around one hundred airstrikes in Syria. Ever
since, the attacks have continued. However, only a few have hit targets in the south.® That just a
small proportion of them has targeted Daraa Governorate is an indication that Israel’s red lines have
not been crossed there. Russia’s involvement in the south and its influence over Syria and Iran have
provided added assurances for Israel and Jordan against an extension of Iran’s presence. Thus far,
Moscow has abided by that engagement and preserved the status quo, limiting the scope of the
regime’s return. It has also cemented its place as guarantor of a fragile balance rather than as a

regime ally.

This new reality has transformed the boundary between Syria and Israel. If the 1974 disengagement
line represents the Syrian-Israeli frontline before the 2011 uprising, then today that frontline has very
different characteristics. It is defined by the presence of a variety of forces, zones of control that are
shifting, and an area of Israeli military operations that potentially lies much deeper inside Syrian
territory. In other words, the state cannot reestablish its sovereign control over the south without
considering the impact of this on Israel and to a lesser extent Jordan. Iran, too, cannot ignore Israeli

or Jordanian concerns, or it risks provoking a confrontation.



The new realities in the south also illustrate that Iran’s frontline with Israel is no longer limited to
southern Lebanon. This does not automatically mean that war is imminent on the Syrian-Israeli
front. Rather, it means that Iran can now use Syrian territory to antagonize Israel, unlike before
2011. This should be understood more as a tactical step to prove Iranian relevance on the border,
rather than an attempt to fracture the present balance. But while Iran appears not to want an escala-
tion in Syria’s south now, that could change.

Conclusion

Volatility will remain the defining characteristic of Syria’s south for the foreseeable future. The
regime’s efforts to impose greater sovereign control through violence will continue, and so will the
resistance to this approach in the south. Meanwhile, Russia and Iran will seek to bolster their influ-
ence in the southern governorates. For as long as their actions do not fundamentally alter the status
quo agreed by Jordan, Russia, the United States, and implicitly Israel in 2018—which at its heart
means limiting the presence of Iran and its proxies in the south—they will have relatively limited

regional implications.

However, that does not mean that a dangerous escalation is impossible, or even unlikely. Iran cannot
be pleased to find its margin of maneuver constricted by Russia, in agreement with the United States
and Israel, its two principal enemies in the Middle East. Moreover, the situation must be understood
in the context of rivalry between Russia and Iran in Syria and their influence over political outcomes
in the country. If Tehran were to challenge the current situation, this could have transboundary rami-
fications and would likely provoke an increase in Israeli airstrikes against it and its proxy forces in
southern Syria and beyond. Where this would lead is an open question and would be tied in to Iran’s

ability to deter Israel. While such a scenario may not be imminent, it cannot be dismissed.
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