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Summary 

In December 2024, the Russian Foreign Ministry announced that President 
Bashar al-Assad, who had governed Syria since 2000, had resigned and 
offered asylum in Russia. Russian media say he is now in the country.  

Since Assad’s resignation, an interim government has been declared in Syria, 
led by the leader of the former Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) group, Ahmed al-
Sharaa, which also published a new constitutional declaration in March 2025. 
HTS was one of the opposition groups, including the Turkish-backed Syrian 
National Army (SNA), involved in the offensive against Assad forces which 
culminated in the capture of the capital, Damascus, in December 2024.  

This research briefing describes the key actors in Syria; continuing violence 
and human rights concerns; the status of Syria’s chemical weapons; the 
significance of Assad’s fall to his allies Iran and Hezbollah and the attempts 
of Russia to retain its Syrian bases; Israeli actions in the Golan Heights; 
actions by the interim government; and the strength of Islamic State/Daesh. It 
also sets out UK, US and EU actions and statements, including on sanctions. 

The Commons Library research briefing, Syrian civil war: timeline, UK aid and 
statistics, has a timeline of events in Syria from 2011 to 2025, and information 
on the humanitarian situation, UK aid, and further resources on the conflict.   

Who are the main domestic actors in Syria?  

Syria continues to have several armed groups, though the declared Syrian 
Government reports that most have now been unified under a single 
command. Those previously members of HTS constitute the dominant group, 
controlling most territory, the interim presidency and ministries such as 
defence and the interior.  

While it has now dissolved, HTS remains a proscribed as a terrorist 
organisation by the UN, EU, UK and others. The United States removed its 
designation as a foreign terrorist organisation in July 2025.  

Other groups are the Turkish-backed Syrian National Army (SNA) and the 
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), backed by the United States. The 
SDF has been critical of the post-Assad government and constitutional 
declaration. While it agreed in March to become part of the new 
administration, talks on the timing and conditions remain. The SNA has 
agreed to integrate with the state armed forces. During the civil war, HTS, 
SNA and SDF were all accused of human rights violations. 

https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1986189/
https://tass.com/world/1884227
https://www.csis.org/programs/former-programs/warfare-irregular-threats-and-terrorism-program-archives/terrorism-backgrounders/hayat-tahrir
https://euaa.europa.eu/country-guidance-syria-2023/34-anti-government-armed-groups
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/building-syrias-new-army-future-plans-and-challenges-ahead
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syria-sets-deadline-small-groups-join-defence-ministry-2025-05-18/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syria-sets-deadline-small-groups-join-defence-ministry-2025-05-18/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/ce313jn453zo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/ce313jn453zo
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/12/1158126?utm_source=UN+News+-+Newsletter&utm_campaign=81c8c90683-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2024_12_13_01_00&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fdbf1af606-81c8c90683-108521025
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/proscribed-terror-groups-or-organisations--2/proscribed-terrorist-groups-or-organisations-accessible-version
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/07/revoking-the-foreign-terrorist-organization-designation-of-hayat-tahrir-al-sham/
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/07/revoking-the-foreign-terrorist-organization-designation-of-hayat-tahrir-al-sham/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/syrian-national-army-turkey-reform/
https://ecfr.eu/special/mena-armed-groups/syrian-democratic-forces-syria/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syria-reaches-deal-integrate-sdf-within-state-institutions-presidency-says-2025-03-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syria-reaches-deal-integrate-sdf-within-state-institutions-presidency-says-2025-03-10/
https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/syrias-government-kurds-odds-merging-forces-after-latest-123621017
https://www.google.com/search?q=January+2025%2C+most+factions+of+the+armed+opposition%2C+including+the+SNA%2C+announced+their+dissolution+and+were+incorporated+into+the+newly+formed+Ministry+of+Defense.&rlz=1C1ONGR_en-gbGB1028GB1028&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=January+2025%2C+most+factions+of+the+armed+opposition%2C+including+the+SNA%2C+announced+their+dissolution+and+were+incorporated+into+the+newly+formed+Ministry+of+Defense.&rlz=1C1ONGR_en-gbGB1028GB1028&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria/
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Humanitarian and human rights situation 

Humanitarian need remains high, with an estimated 16.5 million people in 
need in 2025. Ongoing violence between the SDF and SNA in north east Syria 
in early 2025 led to the displacement of around 1.1 million people and civilian 
and combatant casualties. There has also been over a decade of extensive 
damage to Syrian infrastructure, including schools and hospitals. There are 
around 4.5 million Syrian refugees in the region, which neighbouring states 
are seeking the return of. The World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
have begun to re-engage with Syria in 2025, partly reflecting the lifting of 
sanctions by the United States and others (see below). 

There have also been incidents of violence against minority groups in Syria, 
including Alawites (associated with the Assad government, he being an 
Alawite), Druze (which Israel has pledged to support) and Christians. Large 
numbers of casualties were reported in Alawite coastal areas of Syria in 
March and in Druze areas of southern Syria in July. A report commissioned by 
the interim government on the March violence said that the origins lay with 
“remnants” of pro-Assad forces but some groups who had committed 
violations were members of the interim armed forces, acting with “no official 
authority”. The UN Security Council issued a collective presidential statement 
“strongly condemning” the widespread violence against Alawites. 

What is the status of the new government? 

In December 2024 HTS, which controls the largest part of Syria and the 
capital, declared the establishment of a transitional government and in 
January the appointment of its leader Ahmed al-Sharaa as interim president.  

The HTS-declared interim government issued an amnesty for those 
conscripted into Assad government forces, dissolved parliament (dominated 
by Assad’s Baathist party), said it wanted to disarm and dissolve all non-state 
armed groups, and that it would protect religious and other minorities.  

The interim government was replaced by Sharaa in March, and a temporary 
constitution declared. HTS officials have the most powerful cabinet posts, but 
it does include one Alawite, Druze, Christian and Kurdish member (though not 
from the SDF). The SDF criticised the constitution as “entrenching central 
governance”. In response, Sharaa said he opposes greater decentralisation. 

The constitution says there should be only a single armed force. Sharaa is to 
directly appoint one-third of the interim legislative assembly and committees 
to choose the remaining members. No elections are planned for four to five 
years, with Sharaa citing the lack of a census and number of refugees abroad.  

https://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic
https://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-flash-update-no-5-recent-developments-syria-12-december-2024
https://www.syriahr.com/en/350548/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/350548/
https://documents.worldbank.org/pt/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099173502272397116/p172171027e9070310b52e09ce3ad7393cc
https://documents.worldbank.org/pt/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099173502272397116/p172171027e9070310b52e09ce3ad7393cc
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-returns-lebanon-start-under-un-backed-plan-marking-major-shift-2025-07-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-returns-lebanon-start-under-un-backed-plan-marking-major-shift-2025-07-09/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/06/25/syria-world-bank-us-146-million-grant-to-improve-electricity-supply-and-support-sector-development
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2025/06/10/pr-25188-syria-imf-staff-concludes-staff-visit-to-damascus#:%7E:text=An%20IMF%20staff%20team%20visited,recovery%20of%20the%20Syrian%20economy.
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-and-us-policy-post-assad-syria
https://minorityrights.org/communities/alawis/
https://minorityrights.org/communities/alawis/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/clashes-rage-druze-region-syria-struggles-enforce-ceasefire-2025-07-19/
https://apnews.com/article/israel-syria-druze-military-clashes-e1d6da3cc97d121de161699d1aca61e3
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/damascus-church-attack-who-saraya-ansar-al-sunnah
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/07/1165429
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0004aei
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0004aei
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-documents/document/s-prst-2025-4.php
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c5yxrpkx00yo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c8d9r0vg6v7o
https://www.newarab.com/news/hts-led-coalition-announces-general-amnesty-assad-soldiers
https://www.newarab.com/news/hts-led-coalition-announces-general-amnesty-assad-soldiers
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20241212-us-hoping-for-inclusive-transition-in-syria
https://www.newarab.com/news/syrias-al-sharaar-says-rebel-factions-will-be-disbanded
https://www.newarab.com/news/syrias-al-sharaar-says-rebel-factions-will-be-disbanded
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002xxq
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/what-lies-store-syria-new-government-takes-power
https://constitutionnet.org/vl/item/constitutional-declaration-syria-2025
https://constitutionnet.org/vl/item/constitutional-declaration-syria-2025
https://www.newarab.com/news/syrias-kurds-reject-authoritarian-temporary-constitution
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-sharaa-rejects-kurdish-demands-decentralisation-2025-04-27/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4g29e1lejvo
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4g29e1lejvo
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The UK has welcomed the new government and its commitment to hold 
elections but wants greater protection for minorities and accountability for 
human rights abuses under the Assad regime.  

What are international attitudes towards HTS? 

HTS has its origins in Al-Qaeda although it says it broke from the group in 
2016. Its leader Abu Mohammed al-Jolani (whose real name is Ahmed al-
Sharaa) participated in the insurgency against US and UK coalition forces in 
Iraq in the 2000s.  

The UN Security Council, UK, US, EU, and others have all designated it a 
terrorist group. All said they will judge HTS by its actions, not words and they 
want it to protect civilians, minority groups and implement a peaceful 
transition. In December 2024 Prime Minister Keir Starmer said it was “too 
early” to reconsider the proscription of HTS as a terrorist organisation in the 
UK. However, in July 2025 the US removed the foreign terrorist designation 
from HTS, stating it had “commit[ed] to combat terrorism in all its forms”. 

The UK, EU and US have also all progressively removed sanctions against 
Syria in 2025, though retaining those on military goods, chemical weapons, 
and individuals linked to the Assad government. The Syrian central bank and 
energy companies are among those who have had sanctions removed. This is 
expected to ease investment by Arab Gulf states in Syrian reconstruction.  

The US has previously said the removal of sanctions was conditional on the 
new authorities making commitments to address terrorism and making 
progress on normalising ties with Israel. 

In July 2025, the UK formally established diplomatic ties with a visit by the 
Foreign Secretary. European and American officials have also engaged.  

What role do Turkey and Israel have? 

While Assad has fallen, some conflict and military activity is ongoing. In 
addition to airstrikes against Islamic State/Daesh (see below), Israel and 
Turkey are two external actors continuing to be militarily active in Syria: 

• The Israel Defence Forces (IDF) have moved from the occupied Golan 
Heights to occupy a UN buffer zone and also operate in southern Syria. 
The Heights are disputed between Israel and Syria. The UK and a 1981 UN 
Security Council resolution call for Israeli withdrawal from them. The US 
considers the Heights to be Israeli territory.  

Israel said its actions in 2024 were a temporary move to pre-empt 
possible attacks and reflected the withdrawal of Assad government 
forces from the zone. In 2025, Israel said it would remain “indefinitely” at 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/we-welcome-progress-in-syrias-political-transition-since-the-fall-of-the-assad-regime-uk-statement-at-the-un-general-assembly
https://www.csis.org/programs/former-programs/warfare-irregular-threats-and-terrorism-program-archives/terrorism-backgrounders/hayat-tahrir
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c0q0w1g8zqvo
https://main.un.org/securitycouncil/en/content/un-sc-consolidated-list
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-12-02/debates/1E06516B-BC8F-48DC-B68A-0DC43B799450/North-WestSyria#contribution-76A26123-CC23-42DA-9B1B-3EB8C88D4EBF
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2024/12/08/remarks-by-apnsa-jake-sullivan-at-the-2024-reagan-national-defense-forum/
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2024/12/10/kallas-urges-no-revenge-in-syrias-transition-of-power-warns-of-sectarian-violence
https://www.state.gov/the-syrian-people-will-decide-the-future-of-syria/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria#contribution-C41305E3-FAB4-4545-941F-710BB13382AC
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria#contribution-C41305E3-FAB4-4545-941F-710BB13382AC
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cz7qenxy8r2o?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=e0b4774e4f-Current_Awareness_IADS_10_12_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-e0b4774e4f-103780026&mc_cid=e0b4774e4f&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cz7qenxy8r2o?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=e0b4774e4f-Current_Awareness_IADS_10_12_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-e0b4774e4f-103780026&mc_cid=e0b4774e4f&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/07/revoking-the-foreign-terrorist-organization-designation-of-hayat-tahrir-al-sham/
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/07/revoking-the-foreign-terrorist-organization-designation-of-hayat-tahrir-al-sham/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-04-30/hcws612
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2025/06/23/global-human-rights-sanctions-regime-eu-imposes-restrictive-measures-on-five-syrian-individuals-associated-with-the-former-assad-regime-for-supporting-crimes-against-humanity-and-for-fueling-sectarian-violence/?utm_source=brevo&utm_campaign=AUTOMATED%20-%20Alert%20-%20Newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_id=3318
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/06/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-provides-for-the-revocation-of-syria-sanctions/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/30/world/middleeast/gulf-states-invest-syria-iran.html
https://x.com/PressSec/status/1922567846317392240
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2024/12/17/syria-eu-set-to-reopen-embassy-in-damascus_6736182_143.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2024/12/17/syria-eu-set-to-reopen-embassy-in-damascus_6736182_143.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/us-reopens-ambassadors-residence-in-syria-suggests-non-aggression-pact-with-israel/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14724842
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14724842
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-december-16-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/uks-position-on-the-golan-heights-has-not-changed
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/26751?v=pdf&ln=en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/26751?v=pdf&ln=en
https://il.usembassy.gov/proclamation-on-recognizing-the-golan-heights-as-part-of-the-state-of-israel/
https://il.usembassy.gov/proclamation-on-recognizing-the-golan-heights-as-part-of-the-state-of-israel/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-deploys-in-golan-buffer-zone-with-syria-girding-for-post-assad-regime-chaos/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-deploys-in-golan-buffer-zone-with-syria-girding-for-post-assad-regime-chaos/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/defense-minister-in-syria-buffer-zone-says-idf-to-stay-indefinitely/


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

8 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

Mount Hermon to ensure security for Israel and the Golan and wants the 
demilitarisation of parts of southern Syria with no HTS presence. The IDF 
also carried out many strikes against chemical weapons and military 
facilities in Syria in 2024 and 2025, and also says it has acted to protect 
the Druze minority in the country. Israel has previously attacked Iranian 
and Hezbollah forces in Syria since 2013. It has also announced an 
expansion of settlements in the occupied Golan Heights. 

• Turkey continues to back the SNA, who launched operations against the 
SDF in November (Turkey has been launching such attacks since 2016). 
Turkey argues the SDF has links to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
who have been waging an insurgency in Turkey and are considered a 
terrorist organisation by the EU and UK, among others. Turkey has said it 
expects the PKK to be disarmed. In March the PKK leader said the group 
should lay down its arms. The SDF say this does not apply to them.  

HTS has also suggested SDF areas should “gain freedom” but 
differentiated between Kurdish groups and the PKK. The UK and US say 
the SDF’s role in combatting Islamic State should be protected and 
acknowledge Turkish concerns on the PKK.  

What does Assad’s fall mean for the region? 

Analysts judge Turkey, which backed the opposition, as the most likely 
beneficiary of Assad’s fall. Turkey had been in failed negotiations with Assad 
to normalise relations in 2023 and 2024, with the aim of returning Syrian 
refugees  from Turkey. Turkey hosts around 2.9 million Syrian refugees. Turkey 
has offered to help train the armed forces of Syria if requested.  

To Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah, the fall of Assad marks a strategic defeat for 
Iran’s “axis of resistance”. This is a network of armed and terrorist groups 
Iran has developed, including Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza and the 
Houthis in Yemen, to threaten Israel and others. The loss of Assad cuts a 
significant land route from Iran to Lebanon. It follows the weakening of 
Hezbollah, Hamas and Iran as military forces in their conflicts with Israel. 

Russia was also a significant backer of President Assad, and its military bases 
in Syria were thought to have allowed it to project power across the 
Mediterranean and the Middle East and North Africa. The HTS interim defence 
minister says HTS is open to Russia retaining some bases, if it benefits Syria. 
Russian withdrawal from some areas has been reported in the meantime.  

The consequences for Israel are also uncertain. There was no direct conflict 
between Bashar al-Assad and Israel, but the two countries have never signed 
a peace agreement and fought significant conflicts from 1948 onwards. The 
Israeli government says it considers threats from Syria to have “intensified” 
and is reportedly seeking a Syria with a weak central government. However, 
the US also hopes Syria and Israel may establish diplomatic relations. The 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/defense-minister-in-syria-buffer-zone-says-idf-to-stay-indefinitely/
https://www.voanews.com/a/netanyahu-says-israel-won-t-allow-syrian-forces-south-of-damascus-/7985248.html
https://www.syriahr.com/en/351742/?doing_wp_cron=1734516602.5677878856658935546875
https://acleddata.com/2024/12/19/syria-israeli-airstrikes-reach-an-all-time-high-after-assad-regime-falls/?utm_source=Armed+Conflict+Location+%26+Event+Data+Project&utm_campaign=c2bb45d713-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_09_21_06_50_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_26a454684a-c2bb45d713-516081520
https://acleddata.com/2024/12/19/syria-israeli-airstrikes-reach-an-all-time-high-after-assad-regime-falls/?utm_source=Armed+Conflict+Location+%26+Event+Data+Project&utm_campaign=c2bb45d713-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_09_21_06_50_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_26a454684a-c2bb45d713-516081520
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israeli-warplanes-target-former-syrian-army-bases-southern-syria-security-2025-03-10/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-carries-out-warning-strike-in-syria-in-defense-of-druze-minority/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-carries-out-warning-strike-in-syria-in-defense-of-druze-minority/
https://www.haaretz.com/2013-01-31/ty-article/.premium/analysis-israel-leaps-into-syria-war/0000017f-f739-ddde-abff-ff7d86220000
https://www.haaretz.com/2013-01-31/ty-article/.premium/analysis-israel-leaps-into-syria-war/0000017f-f739-ddde-abff-ff7d86220000
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-sees-increased-threat-syria-despite-moderate-tone-rebel-leaders-2024-12-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-sees-increased-threat-syria-despite-moderate-tone-rebel-leaders-2024-12-15/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C37/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/content/turkeys-pkk-conflict-visual-explainer
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkiye-wants-dismantling-of-pkk-ypg-terror-group-in-syria-expects-us-to-reassess-its-stance-defense-minister/3425117
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/03/pkk-leader-ocalans-historic-call-disarm-could-go-waste-without-external-guarantors
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/03/pkk-leader-ocalans-historic-call-disarm-could-go-waste-without-external-guarantors
https://www.dw.com/en/syria-iraq-what-would-an-end-of-the-pkk-mean-for-the-kurds-in-the-middle-east/a-71847586
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002z4h
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002zb6
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2024/12/10/on-the-record-press-gaggle-by-white-house-national-security-communications-advisor-john-kirby-36/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria#contribution-3BDCD236-ECE7-4433-8495-42AA54B68F7F
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/fall-president-bashar-al-assad-blow-iran-and-russia-and-boost-turkey
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/fall-president-bashar-al-assad-blow-iran-and-russia-and-boost-turkey
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-work-syrian-migrants-return-home-safely-minister-says-2024-12-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-work-syrian-migrants-return-home-safely-minister-says-2024-12-09/
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-ready-offer-military-training-syria-if-new-administration-requests-2024-12-15/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/08/world/middleeast/irans-syria-axis-of-resistance.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/08/world/middleeast/irans-syria-axis-of-resistance.html
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9504/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/middle-east-instability-in-2023-24/
https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/africa-file-special-edition-syria%E2%80%99s-potential-impact-russia%E2%80%99s-africa-and-mediterranean
https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/africa-file-special-edition-syria%E2%80%99s-potential-impact-russia%E2%80%99s-africa-and-mediterranean
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/02/06/syria-defense-minister-russia-bases/
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/12/16/politics/russia-military-syria-withdrawal/index.html
https://www.britannica.com/event/Arab-Israeli-wars
https://www.timesofisrael.com/katz-despite-rebel-assurances-syria-threat-requires-boost-to-defense-budget/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/katz-despite-rebel-assurances-syria-threat-requires-boost-to-defense-budget/
https://www.reuters.com/world/israel-lobbies-us-keep-russian-bases-weak-syria-sources-say-2025-02-28/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/03/world/middleeast/israel-syria-border-us-barrack.html
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status of the Golan Heights is one challenge to this recognition, but some 
analysts judge that a security agreement may be achievable.  

How strong is Islamic State/Daesh? 

Islamic State lost its last territory in Syria in 2019. However, the US warned the 
group has claimed double the number of attacks in Syria in 2024 as in 2023 
and may seek to take advantage of Assad’s fall.  

The US has 2,000 troops in Syria, most of which are based in the north east 
alongside the SDF. The Trump administration says it will half their number. 
The SDF holds several thousand Islamic State fighters in detention, as well as 
hosting camps of around 40,000 family and other members. The US has been 
seeking their repatriation, citing risks of radicalisation in camps and 
increased Islamic State activity.   

https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/07/10/israel-syria-negotiations-peace-security/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%20Picks%2007102025&utm_term=editors_picks
https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/07/10/israel-syria-negotiations-peace-security/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%20Picks%2007102025&utm_term=editors_picks
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-47678157
https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/3840981/defeat-isis-mission-in-iraq-and-syria-for-january-june-2024/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2024/12/08/remarks-by-apnsa-jake-sullivan-at-the-2024-reagan-national-defense-forum/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/4013726/dod-announces-2000-troops-in-syria-department-prepared-for-government-shutdown/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/4160500/statement-from-chief-pentagon-spokesman-sean-parnell-announcing-the-consolidati/
https://oig.usaid.gov/node/7246
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-the-opening-of-the-d-isis-ministerial/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/five-years-after-caliphate-too-much-remains-same-northeast-syria
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/five-years-after-caliphate-too-much-remains-same-northeast-syria
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1 Fall of Assad, December 2024  

In December 2024 Bashar al-Assad resigned the Syrian presidency, thirteen 
years since the first protests began in 2011 against his rule. This ended over 
50 years of rule by the Assad family in Syria, who had taken power in 1971 
under Bashar’s father, Hafez al-Assad.1  

1.1 Background: The Syrian civil war, from 20112 

Estimates vary, but between 350,000 and 606,000 people are estimated to 
have been killed in Syrian civil war since 2011. The Assad government also 
deployed chemical weapons, and Islamic State/Daesh rose to capture 
significant territory in both Iraq and Syria before losing its final Syrian 
territory in 2019.  

Six foreign actors were involved militarily: Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia in 
support of Assad; the US against Islamic State and in support of the Kurdish-
led Syrian Democratic Forces; Turkey in support of the Syrian National Army 
(both Turkey and the US acting in opposition to Assad); and Israel, targeting 
Hezbollah and Iranian forces.  

In addition, the UK and France conducted airstrikes in 2019 against chemical 
weapons facilities used by Assad forces. In 2013, the House of Commons had 
voted against military action in response to the alleged use of chemical 
weapons. 

The military intervention of Russia in 2015 was widely seen as a turning point, 
allowing Assad forces to expel the opposition from Syria’s second city, 
Aleppo. Most observers increasingly considered that Assad would hold onto 
power and Syria would become one of many “frozen conflicts” worldwide, 
with little change in military control. By 2020, Assad forces held around 60% 

 

1      Brookings Institute, Assessing a half-century of Assadist rule, December 2020; Chatham House, 
Syria’s transactional state, April 2024 

2      This section sourced from Commons Library research briefing, Syrian civil war: timeline, UK aid and 
statistics. See also Syria back in the Arab League, for information on the six foreign actors. 

Timeline and statistics on the conflict  

The Commons Library research briefing Syrian civil war: timeline, UK aid and 
statistics, December 2024, includes a timeline of events from 2011 to 2024. 

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/timeline-syrian-chemical-weapons-activity-2012-2022
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/timeline-syrian-chemical-weapons-activity-2012-2022
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27838034
https://www.dw.com/en/the-caucasus-to-the-koreas-a-world-of-frozen-conflicts/g-19454535
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/pity-the-nation-assessing-a-half-century-of-assadist-rule/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2018/10/syrias-transactional-state/summary
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9378/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
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to 70% of Syrian territory and, despite continued violence and fighting, there 
was little significant change in zones of control again until 2024. 

International attitudes to Assad also changed, and regional powers 
increasingly reached out to his government in the 2020s when he appeared 
likely to remain in power. Having been suspended from the Arab League in 
2012 (the league consists of Arab states in the Middle East and North Africa), 
Assad was invited to rejoin in 2023. The significance of this was limited by 
continuing US sanctions under the Caesar Syria Protection Act, which 
sanctions Assad government officials, the economy (including the oil and 
construction sectors) and non-Syrian entities that did business with Assad.3 
The legislation remains in place until 2029, unless amended (see section 
5.4).4 

Zones of control in Syria, November 2024 
The map below shows regional control in Syria before Assad’s flight. 

 

 

3      See Commons Library research briefing, Assad back in the Arab League, June 2023, section 3.4 
4      US Department of State, Press briefing, 9 December 2024; Reuters, US, UAE discussed lifting 

sanctions, 2 December 2024 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/arab-league
https://2017-2021.state.gov/caesar-syria-civilian-protection-act/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9378/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-9-2024/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-uae-discussed-lifting-assad-sanctions-exchange-break-with-iran-sources-say-2024-12-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-uae-discussed-lifting-assad-sanctions-exchange-break-with-iran-sources-say-2024-12-02/
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Note: Islamic State/Daesh (ISIS) has not held territory since 2019. Source: The opposition’s 
battles shown in 11 maps, Al-Jazeera, 8 December 2024. Image cropped. CC-BY-SA.  

1.2 Fall of Assad, November/December 2024 

The collapse of the Assad government and military took place rapidly from 
27 November to 8 December 2024.  

His major allies are judged to be distracted or weakened by other conflicts; 
with Israel (in respect of Hezbollah and Iran in 2023/24) or with Ukraine 
(Russia, from 2022).5  

Loyalty to the Assad government was also likely undermined by the continued 
weakness of the Syrian economy, which has experienced high inflation, 
including for food and household gas, the reduction in government subsidies 
for essential goods, and failure to lead significant reconstruction efforts to 
repair damage from the civil war (sanctions are cited as one reason for this).6  

There had also been recurrent protests in southern Syria since 2023.7 

Timeline of opposition offensive  
On 27 November 2024 Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, see section 2.3), one of the 
largest armed opposition groups in Syria (proscribed as a terrorist group by 
the UK Government), began an offensive from Idlib, in north-western Syria.8 A 
range of foreign fighters also claimed to participate alongside HTS.9 

On 29 November HTS began to enter Aleppo, Syria’s second city, last held by 
opposition groups in 2016. Russian and Assad government forces responded 
with airstrikes and shelling in an attempt to stop the advance.  

The Syrian National Army (SNA, see section 2.4), backed by Turkey and 
centred in northern Syria, also launched attacks. Some its attacks were 
focused on the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF, see section 2.4), a Kurdish-led 
coalition group, elements of which the Turkish Government considers to be 
linked to terrorist groups active in Turkey.10

 

On 5 December, HTS-led groups captured Hama, Syria’s fourth largest city, 
around 125 miles north of Damascus. 

 

5     Engelsberg Ideas, The Syrian war never really ended, 2 December 2024 
6     Middle East Institute, Syria’s economic freefall continues despite Arab League return, 16 August 2023 
7      Washington Institute, A year of Suwayda protests, 16 August 2024 
8      Section 1.2 from AP, How it happened: Two seismic weeks that toppled Syrian government, 8 

December 2024 Washington Post, A timeline of the stunning offensive […], 8 December 2024; 
Reuters, US-backed Syrian Kurds seize eastern city, 6 December 2024 

9     BBC Monitoring, Foreign fighters and Syrian factions fighting alongside HTS, 24 December 2024 
10     FT, Rebel groups attack Kurdish-held areas, 2 December 2024; Kurds’ dream of self-rule under 

France 24, threat as Turkish-backed forces sweep across Syria, 12 December 2024 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/12/8/taking-syria-the-oppositions-battles-shown-in-11-maps-for-11-days
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/12/8/taking-syria-the-oppositions-battles-shown-in-11-maps-for-11-days
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://engelsbergideas.com/notebook/the-syrian-war-never-really-ended/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/syrias-economic-freefall-continues-despite-arab-league-return
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/year-suwayda-protests-show-assad-no-partner
https://apnews.com/article/syria-assad-ousted-rebel-offensive-timeline-8c54a8b97803d4b10cde53b97227128e
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/07/syria-assad-homs-damascus-timeline/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/us-backed-syrian-kurds-seize-eastern-city-deir-el-zor-sources-say-2024-12-06/
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002zwn
https://www.ft.com/barrier/corporate/5979dd69-db8c-4105-8316-b7ab35a5fc71
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20241205-kurds-dream-of-self-rule-under-threat-as-turkish-backed-forces-sweep-across-syria
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20241205-kurds-dream-of-self-rule-under-threat-as-turkish-backed-forces-sweep-across-syria
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On 6 December, the SDF said it captured the main crossing point with Iraq, 
near Deir city.  

On 7 December, HTS-led groups captured Homs, the third-largest city, 
100 miles north of Damascus. Homs is on a strategic route, linking the capital 
Damascus with Russian military port facilities and airfields in Latakia and 
Tartous on the Mediterranean coast. 

On the same day, local opposition forces in southern Syria captured Daraa, 
south of Damascus.   

On 8 December, opposition forces entered the suburbs of Damascus. Syrian 
state media reported Assad left office. The HTS leader moved to the capital.  

The number of casualties and civilians displaced from the offensive is 
uncertain. One estimate published by the UK-based Syrian Observatory of 
Human Rights (SOHR) was that over 571 people were killed, including 
combatants and civilians (to 3 December).11 On 12 December the UN 
estimated that 1.1 million people had been displaced since 27 November due 
to conflict.12 

 

11     Syrian Observatory on Human Rights, “Deterrence of aggression” calculation, 3 December 2024 
12     UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Syria-flash update no 5, 12 December 2024 

Further reading on Assad’s collapse  

• Carnegie Endowment, Why did Iran allow Bashar al-Assad’s downfall?, 11 
December 2024 

• Carnegie Endowment, Anatomy of a military fall, 10 December 2024 

• Financial Times, Why Bashar al-Assad’s regime crumbled, 9 December 
2024 

• France 24, Why the Assad collapsed in Syria, 8 December 2024 

• Foreign Policy, How the world got Syria wrong, 8 December 2024  

• Foreign Policy, Why Assad’s regime is collapsing so quickly, 5 December 
2024 

https://www.syriahr.com/en/350548/
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-flash-update-no-5-recent-developments-syria-12-december-2024
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2024/12/why-did-iran-allow-assads-downfall?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2024/12/anatomy-of-a-military-fall?lang=en
https://www.ft.com/content/7f1f2cfe-9811-471e-85ec-30ceda4140a4
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2024/12/anatomy-of-a-military-fall?lang=en
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/12/08/syria-assad-regime-collapse-geneva-astana-un-wrong/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%27%20Picks%20-%2012092024&utm_term=editors_picks
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/12/05/syria-assad-regime-collapsing-quickly/
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1.3 What is the status of Syria’s chemical 
weapons? 

The government of Assad confirmed it had chemical weapons in 2012. There 
were reported and alleged chemical weapons attacks by Assad forces 
against the opposition in each year between 2013 and 2019. Some attacks 
were also perpetrated by non-Assad forces. The Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), which is the international body 
responsible for overseeing global efforts to eliminate chemical weapons, has 
confirmed the use of chemical weapons in several reports. 13  

In 2013, Syria joined the OPCW. This brought with it obligations to declare and 
remove all chemical weapons. The UN Security Council also passed a 
resolution demanding their destruction.14 In 2024, the OPCW continued to 
question whether they had been completely destroyed.15  

On 5 December 2024 the UN High Representative for Disarmament Affairs, 
Izumi Nakamitsu, said that Syria’s destruction or conversion of “large 
quantities of chemical warfare agencies and munitions” could not be fully 
verified. Russia accused the representative of attempting to “taint Syria and 
its allies” and said Assad had been acting in “good faith”.16 

The UK Government said in the same meeting in December 2024 that 
“thousands of munitions and hundreds of tonnes of chemical agent remained 
unaccounted for” and these weapons represented an “unacceptable risk”. It 
also said the perpetrators of the chemical attacks had to be held to 
account. 17 On 7 December, before Assad fell, the UK Government said the use 
of chemical weapons by Assad would be a “red line”.18 

The fall of Assad has led to a fear of proliferation of the weapons once held by 
his government.19 Israel said in December it launched some attacks targeting 
suspected chemical weapons facilities (see below, section 3.4). The US and 
OPCW say they are working with partners to identify and remove chemical 
and biological weapons.20  

In March, the Syrian interim Foreign Minister addressed the OPCW, stating 
that the interim authorities are committed to “destroy[ing] any remains of the 
 

13    Arms Control Association, Timeline of Syrian chemical weapons activity, 2012 to 2022, October 2023; 
Independent International Commission of inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, 14th report of the 
Commission of Inquiry, A/HRC/36/55, 6 September 2017, para 67 

14     UN Security Council Resolution 2118 (2013) 
15     OPCW, Syria and the OPCW, accessed 11 December 2024 
16     UN, Syria’s declaration on chemical weapons programme “cannot be considered accurate” […], 4 

December 2024 
17     FCDO, No matter how long it takes […], 5 December 2024 
18     BBC News, UK would take appropriate action if Syria crosses “red line” [...], 7 December 2024 
19     Reuters, Assad’s fall brings “the moment” to rid Syria of chemical weapons, 9 December 2024; New 

York Times, Syria’s president has stocks of chemical weapons […], 9 December 2024 
20    The Times, US aims to secure or destroy Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles, 9 December 2024 

https://www.opcw.org/about-us
https://www.opcw.org/about-us
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/timeline-syrian-chemical-weapons-activity-2012-2022
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/iici-syria/documentation
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/iici-syria/documentation
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/757830?v=pdf
https://www.opcw.org/media-centre/featured-topics/opcw-and-syria
https://press.un.org/en/2024/sc15923.doc.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/no-matter-how-long-it-takes-the-perpetrators-must-be-held-to-account-for-the-use-of-chemical-weapons-in-syria-uk-statement-at-the-un-security-counci
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/live/cwy8xzxe0w7t?post=asset%3A37cddf59-246d-4afe-90b7-2f812893024f#post
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/assads-fall-brings-the-moment-rid-syria-chemical-weapons-2024-12-09/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/09/world/middleeast/syria-chemical-weapons-arsenal.html
https://www.thetimes.com/world/middle-east/article/syria-un-chemical-weapons-stockpiles-p27pvc9xt?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=e0b4774e4f-Current_Awareness_IADS_10_12_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-e0b4774e4f-103780026&mc_cid=e0b4774e4f&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66
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chemical weapons programme developed under the Assad regime”.21 The 
OPCW Director General also met the interim president in Damascus in 
February.22 

An OPCW delegation was deployed to Syria in March and April 2025, visiting 
around a dozen sites. Izumi Nakamitsu, UN High Representative for 
Disarmament Affairs, said in June that “meaningful progress” had been made 
to verify the extent of the suspected arsenal but “challenges remain” in 
identifying potentially undeclared chemical munitions and agents that were 
established under the Assad government.23 

The UK has announced over £2 million for OPCW’s work in Syria,24 and 
reiterated that HTS must ensure all Syria’s chemical weapons are destroyed.25 

1.4 What is the humanitarian situation? 

The Commons Library research briefing, The Syrian civil war: timeline, UK aid 
and statistics, December 2024 sets out the humanitarian situation in Syria 
and for Syrian refugees in the wider region. The briefing also sets out UK aid 
commitments to Syria for 2024/25 and past years. 

Levels of need 
For 2025, the UN estimates there are 16.5 million people in need, out of a total 
population of 23.7 million. Most of those to be targeted for assistance are in 
areas previously held by opposition groups in Idlib and Aleppo provinces. An 
estimated 14.5 million people are food insecure and 14.4 million need water, 
sanitation and hygiene services.26 

Damage due to the conflict is extensive—between US$8.7 billion and US$11.4 
billion for 14 assessed cities in 2022, according to the World Bank. Syria’s 
gross domestic product is estimated to have shrunk by between 54% and 85% 
since 2010. The cost of living for a family of five is also estimated to have risen 
up to seven-fold from 2022 to 2025. Inflation, food and fuel shortages, 
unemployment, and sanctions are among the challenges facing Syria.27 

The UN Development Programme’s The impact of the conflict in Syria, 
February 2025, provides an updated analysis on Syria’s challenges. 

 

21     OPCW, Syria’s caretaker Foreign Minister addresses OPCW’s executive council, 5 March 2025 
22     OPCW, OPCW Director General visits Syria, 8 February 2025 
23     UN, UN hails new era of cooperation over Syria’s chemical weapons stockpile, 5 June 2025 
24     FCDO, UK announces £50 million new support, 15 December 2024; FCDO, UK re-establishes 

diplomatic relations with Syria in first ministerial visit for 14 years, 5 July 2025 
25     PQ 20901 [Syria: chemical weapons], 8 January 2025 
26     UNOCHA, Syria: humanitarian response priorities, January 2025 
27     BBC Monitoring, What are the economic challenges facing Syria?, January 2025; Reuters, Syria’s 

economy: the devastation impact of war and sanctions, 6 January 2025 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9381/
https://www.undp.org/syria/publications/impact-conflict-syria
https://www.opcw.org/media-centre/news/2025/03/syrias-caretaker-foreign-minister-addresses-opcws-executive-council
https://www.opcw.org/media-centre/news/2025/02/opcw-director-general-visits-syria-meets-syrian-caretaker-authorities
https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/06/1164126?utm_source=UN+News+-+Newsletter&utm_campaign=c30af9eee7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2025_06_06_12_00&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fdbf1af606-c30af9eee7-108521025
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-announces-50m-new-support-for-vulnerable-syrians
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-re-establishes-diplomatic-relations-with-syria-in-first-ministerial-visit-for-14-years#:%7E:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20visit,Assad's%20chemical%20weapons%20in%20Syria.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-re-establishes-diplomatic-relations-with-syria-in-first-ministerial-visit-for-14-years#:%7E:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20visit,Assad's%20chemical%20weapons%20in%20Syria.
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2024-12-17/20901
https://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00038ql
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-new-leaders-face-economy-decimated-by-war-sanctions-2025-01-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-new-leaders-face-economy-decimated-by-war-sanctions-2025-01-06/
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Access to aid and financing  
At an EU-hosted conference in March 2025, around $6.5 billion was raised in 
grants and loans for Syria. This compared to $8.1 billion in 2024. The US did 
not announce aid.28 The UN reports its work in Syria is underfunded in 2025.29 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has also appointed a mission to Syria, 
the first in 14 years. The IMF, which provides loans and assistance to states, 
says it will support reconstruction and the reintegration of Syria into the 
global economy.30 

Qatar and Saudi Arabia have also repaid Syria’s debts to the World Bank 
(around $15 million). As a result, the World Bank said that it would reinstate 
Syria’s eligibility for new funding, if it can meet its requirements.31 In June 
2025, the Bank announced its first tranche of funding to Syria for 14 years: 
US$146 million for the electricity sector.32 

 

28     AP, Syria donors pledge $6.5 billion in aid hoping to encourage its new leader […],17 March 2025 
29     UNOCHA, At Security Council, UN Deputy Relief Chief calls for greater support […], 25 April 2025 
30     Reuters, IMF to help rebuild institutions, re-enter world economy […], 24 April 2025 
31     World Bank, Syria’s arrears to the World Bank group cleared, 16 May 2025 
32     World Bank, Syria: World Bank US$146 million grant to improve electricity […], 25 June 2025 
33     OECD, Official development assistance at a glance: Syria, updated 16 April 2025 
34     Inspector General report on Operation Inherent Resolve, 1 January to 31 March 2025 (PDF), April 

2025, pp14-16; Atlantic Council, The foreign aid freeze poses risks to US interests in Syria, 31 January 
2025 

Changes to US aid in 2025 and UK aid plans 

The US has been one of the largest bilateral aid donors to the humanitarian 
response in Syria (alongside Turkey, Germany, the UK and EU institutions).33  

In January 2025, all US State Department and USAID programmes in Syria 
were paused in line with the Trump administration’s review into US aid 
spending. As of April 2025, 8 of the 11 awards managed in Syria focused on 
stabilisation had ended. In addition, the administration ended its funding for 
the Syrian White Helmets (an organisation that provides first-responders to 
emergency situations).34 

Further reductions in aid budgets from major donors are also planned by 
France, Germany and the UK in 2025, in addition to the US. It is uncertain how 
this will affect Syria specifically. The UK Government has made two pledges in 
2025:  

• March 2025: up to £160 million for humanitarian aid for Syria and the 
wider region in 2025 

• July 2025: an additional £94.5 million package of aid for humanitarian 
purposes, education and supporting Syrian refugees hosted in regional 
countries. 

https://apnews.com/article/syria-europe-donors-sanctions-aid-conference-f62ed91a11dc33fe27f05265ed8abd36?mkt_tok=Njg1LUtCTC03NjUAAAGZR-MCDzE7qtNWxlblIJJOIuQmpzfd334MKtwfm_YtERX43LXqVhgzlO5gz4M_MKBPvnf8JsyDmKvtqjC2HYUe5WDVnaMEkqvP4YHjeNFdfFoEzg
https://www.unocha.org/news/security-council-un-deputy-relief-chief-urges-greater-support-syria-millions-remain-crisis#:%7E:text=remain%20in%20crisis-,At%20Security%20Council%2C%20UN%20Deputy%20Relief%20Chief%20urges%20greater%20support,as%20millions%20remain%20in%20crisis&text=Thank%20you%2C%20Mr.%20President.,this%20discussion%20is%20for%20Syria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/imf-help-syria-rebuild-institutions-re-enter-world-economy-georgieva-says-2025-04-24/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/05/16/syria-s-arrears-to-the-world-bank-group-cleared
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/06/25/syria-world-bank-us-146-million-grant-to-improve-electricity-supply-and-support-sector-development
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/dashboards/official-development-assistance-at-a-glance.html
https://oig.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2025-05/OIR_Q2_FY25_Final_Report.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/the-foreign-aid-freeze-poses-risks-to-us-interests-in-syria/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10196/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10196/
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1.5 What is the status of Syrian refugees?  

In November 2024, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) recorded 4.8 million 
Syrian refugees and asylum seekers registered in the region, with the largest 
numbers in Turkey (2.9 million) and Lebanon (768,000).37 The governments of 
both Turkey and Lebanon have sought the return of Syria refugees, citing 
economic and other pressures. They reiterated these positions in 2024 and 
2025.38 Many Syrian refugees in past surveys have expressed a desire to 
return, once conditions change.39 

There are also many Syrian refugees in Europe. Germany hosts the most, at 
around 1 million, followed by Austria, at 95,000. Since the fall of Assad, many 
European countries, including Germany, Austria, France, Greece, and the UK 
have said they will pause processing asylum applications while they assess 
the situation. There are around 30,000 Syrian refugees in the UK.40 

As of May 2025, UNHCR estimate that 501,000 Syrians have returned from 
abroad since December 2024. It estimates that 1.5 million Syrians may return 
by the end of 2025.41  

Within Syria, seven million people are displaced. This includes 3.4 million in 
the northwest, which has seen fighting between the SDF and SNA. UNHCR 
estimate that 600,000 may seek to return home between March and 
September 2025, where they will need “housing, jobs, schools, hospitals, 
electricity and clean water”.42 

 

35    FCDO, UK pledges up to £160 million to support Syria’s recovery and stability, 17 March 2025; FCDO, 
UK re-establishes diplomatic relations with Syria in first ministerial visit for 14 years, 5 July 2025;; PQ 
38983 [Syria: development aid], 26 March 2025 

36    FCDO, Annual report and accounts 2024–2025, July 2025, p268 
37     UNHCR, Response to displacement from Lebanon to Syria, 31 October 2024 
38     Reuters, Turkey to work for return of Syrian migrants to return home safely […], 9 December 2024; 

AP News, Syria refugees don’t want to return, officials in Lebanon and Syria see exodus as 
opportunity, 9 November 2024; AA, Lebanese, Syrian leader discuss return of refugees, 11 January 
2025 

39     Center for Strategic and International Studies, Don’t rush Syrian refugees return, 11 December 2024 
40     BBC News Syrian asylum seekers in limbo […], 9 December 2024 
41     UNHCR, Data and statistics: global trends, 12 June 2025; UNHCR, Regional flash update 27, 16 May 

2025 
42     UN, Up to one million people plan to return home in desperation, 7 March 2025 

UK aid will be delivered “through trusted UN and NGO partners”.35 

The FCDO’s annual report and accounts state that FCDO bilateral aid to Syria 
in 2024/25 totalled £151 million and it has been allocated £97 million for 
2025/26. These figures do not include spending through multilateral agencies 
or by other UK Government departments.36 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-pledges-up-to-160-million-to-support-syrias-recovery-and-stability-in-post-assad-era
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-re-establishes-diplomatic-relations-with-syria-in-first-ministerial-visit-for-14-years?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=e5740030-e9cb-4a71-9917-4a69452b211a&utm_content=daily
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-03-18/38983
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fcdo-annual-report-and-accounts-2024-to-2025
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/unhcr-syria-short-brief-response-displacement-lebanon-syria-reporting-period-24-september-30-october-2024
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-work-syrian-migrants-return-home-safely-minister-says-2024-12-09/
https://apnews.com/article/lebanon-syria-refugees-9a88483256c625661acfadbaac66cbf5
https://apnews.com/article/lebanon-syria-refugees-9a88483256c625661acfadbaac66cbf5
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/lebanese-syrian-leaders-discuss-return-of-refugees-border-demarcation/3447851
https://www.csis.org/analysis/dont-rush-syrian-refugees-return
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cnv3qnzz7rjo
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/global-trends
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/116534
https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/03/1160886?utm_source=UN+News+-+Newsletter&utm_campaign=e891c9c02e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2025_03_08_01_00&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fdbf1af606-e891c9c02e-108521025
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In July 2025, UNHCR began a voluntary return programme for Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon, in coordination with the Lebanese government. Returnees will be 
provided with a one-time cash grant of $100 per family member in Lebanon 
and $400 in Syria. The Lebanese government plans for between 200,000 and 
400,000 returnees in 2025, from a total refugee population of 1.5 million.43 

Syrian asylum requests in the UK 
On 11 December 2024, the Home Secretary Yvette Cooper told the Commons 
that the UK would not currently make asylum decisions from Syria: 

many claims for asylum relate to the Assad regime, which is clearly not in 
place now. It would therefore not be appropriate to grant asylum decisions on 
those cases in the current circumstances. We need to monitor the evolving 
situation so that we can get new country guidance in place and take those 
decisions, but we will do that in a sensible and serious way, which is about 
getting the asylum and immigration systems back under control.44  

In July 2025, the Home Office announced a change in its position, and that it 
would allow decision-making on applications to resume. It said that 
individuals had still been able to register applications during the pause but 
now there is “sufficient information to make accurate and well-evidenced 
determinations” on the applications.45 The BBC reports around 7,000 
applications were awaiting decisions during the pause.46 

UNHCR has said “the suspension of processing of asylum applications from 
Syrians is acceptable” in the context of conditions of December 2024, “as long 
as people can apply for asylum” and lodge asylum applications. The agency 
said Syrian refugees must be allowed to make voluntary decisions on whether 
to return.47 

 

43    Reuters, Syrian returns from Lebanon to start under UN-backed plan, 9 July 2025; UNHCR, Voluntary 
returns to Syria  

44     HC Deb, 11 December 2024, c903 
45     HCWS816 [Decision making for Syrian nationals with outstanding protection claims], 14 July 2025 
46      BBC News, UK to start processing Syrian asylum claims again, 14 July 2025 
47     UNHCR, Comment on asylum processing suspension and returns, 10 December 2024 

Further reading on Syrian refugees 

• UK Visas and Immigration, Country notes: Syria, July 2025. Updated 
assessments of the situation in Syria  

• Atlantic Council, Complexities persist for Syrian returnees, 20 June 2025 

• Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, The long horizon of returns 
to Syria, April 2025 

• Foreign Affairs, Syria’s biggest problem: how to resettle millions of 
refugees and displaced people, February 2025 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-returns-lebanon-start-under-un-backed-plan-marking-major-shift-2025-07-09/?utm_source=DAWNS&utm_campaign=aeb6874abb-DAWNS_2025_July_010&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_95db66bd8d-aeb6874abb-75913176
https://help.unhcr.org/lebanon/en/welcome/return-to-syria/
https://help.unhcr.org/lebanon/en/welcome/return-to-syria/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2024-12-11/debates/9D3830E7-0EB7-40DC-888E-74ECC6D5CB12/BorderSecurityCollaboration#contribution-1485E076-E5E9-48CE-8B68-275E365B5743
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-07-14/hcws816
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy4y2e8neywo
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing-notes/syria-unhcr-comment-asylum-processing-suspension-and-returns
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/syria-country-policy-and-information-notes
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/on-world-refugee-day-complexities-persist-for-syrian-returnees/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/04/30/the-long-horizon-of-returns-to-syria/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/04/30/the-long-horizon-of-returns-to-syria/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/syria/syrias-biggest-problem?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=twofa&utm_campaign=Putin%E2%80%99s%20Ukraine&utm_content=20250214&utm_term=EWZZZ003ZX
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/syria/syrias-biggest-problem?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=twofa&utm_campaign=Putin%E2%80%99s%20Ukraine&utm_content=20250214&utm_term=EWZZZ003ZX
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• RAND, After the Assad regime’s fall, will Syrian refuges return?, February 
2025 

• Foreign Policy, Don’t rush to send Syrians back, January 2025 

• European Council on Foreign Relations, How European leaders can 
support sustainable refugee returns in a post-Assad Syria, December 
2024 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/02/after-the-assad-regimes-fall-will-syrian-refugees-return.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/01/15/syria-refugees-return-assad-security-asylum-europe-lebanon-turkey-jordan/
https://ecfr.eu/article/how-european-leaders-can-support-sustainable-refugee-returns-in-a-post-assad-syria/
https://ecfr.eu/article/how-european-leaders-can-support-sustainable-refugee-returns-in-a-post-assad-syria/
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2 Leading domestic actors in Syria  

This section looks at the key domestic actors in Syria, including Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham (HTS), and violence against minority groups such as the Alawites. 
Section 4 describes the political settlement and constitution of early 2025. 

2.1 Areas of control and ongoing tensions   

While Assad has fallen, the Syrian opposition is not united, and the country 
continues to be divided between different armed groups. HTS want them all to 
dissolve and become part of a single national force. Talks to this effect are in 
progress. As of May 2025, there are six main areas of control: 

• Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which led the November/December 
offensive and now lead the declared government. They now appear to 
control the largest area of territory. The group says it has dissolved 
itself. Since Assad’s fall, HTS members have taken control of some areas 
previously held by Kurdish groups. 

• The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), focused in the north-
east, where US troops also have a presence.  

• The Syrian National Army (SNA), not the army of Assad but rather a 
coalition of Turkish-backed groups in the north of Syria. After Assad’s 
fall, they continued to fight with the SDF. 

• Unidentified opposition groups in areas south of Damascus.  

• Israel Defence Forces in the south, centred on the occupied Golan 
Heights but active in southern Syria (see section 3.4 for Israeli action). 

• Small areas of Russian presence, near to its naval and air bases (see 
section 3.3 for Russian action) 

The below map shows areas of control, as of 30 May 2025.  
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Source: Institute for the Study of War, Iran update, 30 May 2025. © Institute for the Study of 
War and AEI's Critical Threats Project. See updated maps on the Institute’s website. 

The period since Assad fled also saw the continuation or establishment of 
some armed groups loyal to Assad and hostile to HTS control. These include 
in areas with minority groups such as Alawites (see section 2.2).48  

Conflict monitor, the US-based Institute for the Study of War, reports that 
pro-Assad groups have been developing in western Syria since early 2025 and 
warned that the March violence may drive further opposition and 

 

48     BBC Monitoring, Syria imposes curfews in Homs, Latakia, Tartus amid unrest, 25 December 2024; 
Asharq al-Awsat, Nearly 300 arrested in crackdown on Assad loyalists, 30 December 2024; Al-
Monitor, Assad militias clash with Syria security in Latakia, 14 January 2025 

https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-may-30-2025
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/1933cb1d315f4db3a4f4dcc5ef40753a
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00031ce
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5096371-syria-nearly-300-arrested-crackdown-assad-loyalists
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/01/pro-assad-militias-clash-syria-security-latakia-what-we-know
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organisation in Alawite areas. Some Iran-backed opposition groups have also 
announced their establishment in 2025.49 

There has also been some conflict on the Syria-Lebanon border, with HTS 
saying it was combatting drug and weapons smuggling. In February the 
Lebanese army deployed to the area and local tribal groups withdrew, 
bringing an end to the conflict.50 Iraqi authorities are also concerned about 
the potential for instability to allow the strengthening of Islamic State/Daesh 
or for armed groups on both sides of the border to become involved in 
violence (communities in Syria, Iraq and Lebanon share some tribal and other 
links).51 The most extensive armed fighting, however, has been between the 
SDA and SDF in the initial period after Assad fled. Islamic State/Daesh 
remains active but holds no territory (see section 6). 

2.2 Violence against minority groups in 2025  

 

49    ISW, The West must offer Syria’s interim government tightly conditioned aid, 7 March 2025; BBC 
Monitoring, Ex-Assad officer declares formation of anti-government force, 7 March 2025; Al Monitor, 
New Iran-backed group wants to fight plans to “divide” Syria, 5 March 2025 

50    BBC Monitoring, Islamists cheer Syrian security ‘purification’ of Lebanese border, 10 February 2025 
51    BBC Monitoring, Explainer: How Suweida unrest sparks security concerns in Iraq, 22 July 2025 
52    Minority Rights Group, Syria, updated June 2019  
53     Washington Institute, Alawites under threat in Syria?, 31 December 2024; Al Monitor, What future 

awaits Syria’s Alawite community?, 11 January 2025; BBC Monitoring, New militant group in Syria 
targets Alawites, Assad loyalists, 13 February 2025 

54    PQ 28019 [Syria: human rights], 12 February 2025; HL Deb, 10 February 2025, cc993-5 

Minority ethnic and religious groups in Syria  

There are many minority ethnic and religious groups in Syria: 

   Demographics  

• Minority ethnic groups: Kurds constitute around 10% to 15% of the 
population (2 million). They are mostly concentrated in the north and 
northeast. 

• Religious demographics: Sunni Muslims constitute 75% of the population, 
with Alawite Muslims (of which Assad was an adherent) 12%, other 
Muslims 2%, Christian denominations around 10% and Druze 3% to 4%.52  

Since Assad fled, monitors have raised concerns for Alawites, Druze, 
Christians and Shia Muslims and reported the establishment of armed groups 
seeking to target them. HTS says it will arrest those that incite sectarianism.53 

The UK Government has said it expects the interim Syrian authorities to uphold 
human rights and the rights of minority groups. It has raised the issue directly 
with the interim foreign minister and via the UK Special Envoy for Syria.54  

https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/west-must-offer-syrias-interim-government-tightly-conditioned-aid-against-emerging
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003hla
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/03/new-iran-backed-group-wants-fight-plans-divide-syria-what-know
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003bkz
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0004a6s
https://minorityrights.org/country/syria/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/alawites-under-threat-syria
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/01/sectarian-tensions-rise-what-future-awaits-syrias-alawite-community
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/01/sectarian-tensions-rise-what-future-awaits-syrias-alawite-community
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003bt5
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003bt5
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-02-03/28019
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2025-02-10/debates/7C16D76D-8F15-4B63-A864-09892E23FC7A/GovernmentOfSyriaFreedomOfExpressionReligionAndBelief#contribution-63E4F0FD-F3FB-49FC-A79D-C733326A6164
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czd40pd1g7lo
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March 2025 violence in Alawite areas 
Alawites are one of several minority religious groups within Syria. Bashar al-
Assad is an Alawite, and while some Alawites opposed his rule, the group has 
been targeted due to its association, both during and after the civil war.55  

In January and February 2025, the US Commission on Internatonal Religious 
Freedom reported that Alawites were among those killed in “door-to-door 
interrogations and select executions” carried out by HTS.56  

In March 2025 the most extensive single act of violence in Syria for several 
years was reported by the UK-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights 
(SOHR) and Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR). Organisations have not 
been able to independently verify the numbers killed and the SOHR and SNHR 
report more than 1,000 civilians were killed.57 The Reuters news agency 
estimates a higher number, at 1,500.58 Assad loyalists and interim 
government forces were reportedly killed in Alawite villages in the Tartus, 
Hamas and Latakia governorates. Monitors estimates the majority of those 
killed were civilians. There were reports of multiple “revenge attacks” against 

 

55    Minority Rights Group, Alawis in Syria 

56    US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Religious freedom and US policy in post-Assad 
Syria, July 2025, p2 

57    BBC Monitoring, Why do reported death tolls from recent violence in Syria vary?, 12 March 2025 
58    Reuters, Syrian forces massacred 1,500 Alawites. The chain of command […], 30 June 2025 

   Human rights reports  

Human rights groups have raised concerns about human rights violations by 
the Assad government and the major opposition groups now in control, 
including HTS, the SDF and SNA. See the below resources for the human rights 
situation: 

• US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Religious freedom 
and US policy in post-Assad Syria, July 2025 

• Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), The 2022 
human rights and democracy report, July 2023 

• US State Department, Reports on human rights practices: Syria, 2024  

• Syrian Observatory of Human Rights, Human rights violations 

• Amnesty International, Syria  

• Human Rights Watch, Syria 

https://minorityrights.org/communities/alawis/
https://minorityrights.org/communities/alawis/
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-and-us-policy-post-assad-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-and-us-policy-post-assad-syria
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003i41
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-and-us-policy-post-assad-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-and-us-policy-post-assad-syria
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/human-rights-and-democracy-report-2022/human-rights-and-democracy-the-2022-foreign-commonwealth-development-office-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/human-rights-and-democracy-report-2022/human-rights-and-democracy-the-2022-foreign-commonwealth-development-office-report
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/category/human-rights-violations/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/middle-east-and-north-africa/middle-east/syria/
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non-interim government forces and civilians.59 Many Alawites also sought 
refuge in neighbouring Lebanon.60 

The violence also resulted in attacks on some Syrians in Iraq by one new Shia 
militia group. Both the interim Syrian government and the Iraqi government 
condemned the violence.61  

In July 2025, the UK-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights also reported 
violations in prisons run by the declared Syrian government, with Alawite 
detainees among those killed.62 

An interim report by Amnesty International said that “government affiliated 
militias deliberately killed civilians from Alawite minority” and the authorities 
did not intervene for two days. It called for an independent investigation.63 
The Reuters news agency also alleges that HTS groups, now part of the Syrian 
defence ministry, as well as groups part of the Syrian National Army (SNA—
see section 2.5. This is not the post-Assad Syrian army), Sunni armed groups, 
civilians, and foreign fighters were also involved in the violence.64  

Interim authorities have argued the Amnesty report “downplays the context”. 
Sharaa established an investigation in March.65 The resulting report in July 
said that pro-Assad “remnants” had caused the violence, but that some 
members of interim government forces did commit violations under “no 
official authority” and had “acted individually”. The report was based on 
consultation with UN bodies, human rights groups, including Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch, and local populations.66  

The report’s recommendations included prosecuting those involved, ensuring 
the integration of all armed groups into the interim government forces, and 
strengthening dialogue between different communities.67  

The UK, EU, US and Arab states condemned the violence targeting Alawites.68 
The UN Security Council issued a collective presidential statement calling on 

 

59    AP, 2 days of clashes and revenge killings in Syria leave more than 1,000 people dead, 9 March 
2025; SNHR, 803 individuals extrajudicially killed between 6-10 March 2025, 11 March 2025; BBC 
News, Syrian leader vows to hunt down those responsible for bloodshed […], 9 March 2025; ACLED, 
What happened in Syria last week?, 14 March 2025 

60    New Arab, 21,000 Syrian Alawites “flee to Lebanon” from coastal region, 18 April 2025 
61    BBC Monitoring, Iraq orders arrest of Shia militia members for attacking Syrians, 12 March 2025; New 

Arab, Fallout from mass killings in Syria’s coastal areas seeps into Iraq, 11 March 2025 
62    BBC Monitoring, Syrian war monitor reports “violations” in Syrian government positions, 3 July 2025 
63    Amnesty International, Syria: coastal massacres of Alawite civilians […], April 2025 
64    Reuters, How Syrian government forces and factions linked to the mass killings of Alawites, 30 June 

2025 
65    BBC Monitoring, Syria says Amnesty report on coastal violence “downplays” context, 5 April 2025; 

BBC Monitoring, Syria president extends work of committee investigating […], 11 April 2025 
66    BBC Monitoring, Fact-finding committee presents findings on Syrian coastal violence, 22 July 2025 
67    As above 
68    European Council, Syria: statement by the High representative, 11 March 2025; BBC Monitoring, Arab 

states condemn violence in Syria, 8 March 2025; US State Department, The escalation of fighting 
and civilian deaths in Syria, 9 March 2025 
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https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003nv8
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003p1o
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0004aei
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2025/03/11/syria-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-recent-wave-of-violence/?utm_source=brevo&utm_campaign=AUTOMATED%20-%20Alert%20-%20Newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_id=3318
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003hpi
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https://www.state.gov/the-escalation-of-fighting-and-civilian-deaths-in-syria/
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the interim authorities “to protect all Syrians, regardless of ethnicity or 
religion” and “strongly condemn[ed]” the widespread violence”.69 

The UK Government said that the interim authorities “must ensure the 
protection of all civilians and set out a clear path to transitional justice”. The 
Middle East Minister, Hamish Falconer, said that the UK was “constantly 
emphas[ing]” the need to protect human rights in its engagement with the 
interim Syrian authorities.70 

Further violence and discrimination against Alawites were reported in the city 
of Homs and in Damascus in April 2025. At least one new armed group says it 
is targeting Alawites and Druze (see below) and in April 2025 the Institute for 
the Study of War reported some local armed Alawite groups.71 

Druze  
The Druze constitute around 3% to 4% of the Syrian population, mostly 
concentrated on the border with Jordan and around Golan. They are less 
associated with the Assad regime than the Alawites.72 

Since the fall of Assad, Israel has said it will act to protect the Druze 
community in Syria (there are Druze populations in Israel and the Israeli-
occupied Golan Heights in Syria).73 It also allowed a Druze community to 
travel on a pilgrimage from Syria to Israel, the first since 1948. Israel has also 
provided some aid to Druze groups in Syria in 2025.74 Some Druze leaders 

 

69     UN Security Council, S/PRST/2025/4, 14 March 2025 
70     HC Deb, 10 March 2025, c663 
71    Reuters, Syria’s Alawites evicted from private homes at gunpoint, 30 April 2025; BBC Monitoring, 

New Syria jihadist group claims ongoing attacks on Alawites, 21 April 2025; ISW, Alawite insurgency 
seek to use sectarian violence to destabilise […], 3 April 2025 

72    Minority Rights, Druze in Syria; Washington Institute, The Druze and Assad: strategic bedfellows, 
October 2016 

73    AP, Israel’s military is told to prepare to defend a Druze community, 1 March 2025 
74    New Arab, Syrian Druze leaders make controversial religious visit to Israel, 25 April 2025; Israeli 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, FM Sa’ar orders transfer of humanitarian aid to Druze, 18 July 2025 

Further reading on Alawites in Syria   

• Crisis Group, Finding a path through a perilous moment for post-Assad 
Syria, March 2025 

• Washington Institute, Syria’s transitional honeymoon is over, March 2025 

• US Institute for Peace, Sectarian violence threatens Syria’s shaky 
transition, March 2025 

• Washington Institute, Alawites under threat in Syria?, December 2024 
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have said they do not want any Israeli military protection and have called for 
Israel to stop its actions in Syria.75 

As set out below, section 3.4, Israel has raised concerns for the new HTS-led 
authorities in Syria and has been supportive of both Kurdish and Druze groups 
as part of a reported aim to keep central authority in Syria weak. 

There have been two extended periods of violence in Druze-majority areas in 
2025. 

Violence in April/May 2025 

On 29-30 April, sectarian violence in a Damascus suburb largely populated by 
Druze reportedly killed at least 100 people, including security forces. There 
are conflicting reports of the actors involved, with both “outlawed groups” 
and the security forces of the interim government blamed.76  

On 30 April, Israel said it launched a drone strike against an “extremist group 
that was preparing to continue its attack on the Druze population” as a 
“warning operation”.77 

The interim government had announced on 29/30 April an agreement with 
local leaders to end the violence. The agreement includes some 
compensation payments to the families of victims and that some Druze 
fighters would be integrated into local security forces.78  

There was reported continuing violence between Druze and Bedouin groups in 
early May, in which interim government forces also became engaged.79 

The UN Special Envoy for Syria, Geir Pederson, who said the reported 
casualties were “deeply alarming” and condemned Israeli attacks, said the 
Druze community has reportedly been calling for greater autonomy.80  

On 3 May the UK Government said it was “appalled” by the violence against 
the Druze and called on Israel to refrain from action that could “risk 
destabilising Syria” and for authorities in Syria to “take steps to restore calm, 
shield civilians from violence and hold those responsible to account”.81 The US 
said the “interim authorities must stop the fighting, [and] hold perpetrators of 
violence and civilian harm accountable”.82 

 

75    BBC Monitoring, Syria Druze leaders condemn Israeli strikes, support ceasefire, 6 May 2025 
76    BBC Monitoring, Syria authorities reach agreement amid fresh clashes, 30 April 2025; France 24, 

Syria monitor says more than 100 people killed in two days of sectarian violence, 1 May 2025 
77    Times of Israel, Israel carries out “warning strike”, 30 April 2025 
78     BBC Monitoring, Syria authorities reach agreement amid fresh clashes, 30 April 2025; BBC 

Monitoring, Syria official says deal with Sweida Druze leaders to be enforced, 2 May 2025 
79    BBC Monitoring, Bedouins, Druze clash in Syria’s Sweida province, 5 May 2025 
80    UN, Syria: UN envoy warns of escalating violence in Syria, 30 April 2025 
81    FCDO, UK statement on attacks against Druze community in Syria, 3 May 2025 
82    US State Department, Ending violence in Syria, 1 May 2025 
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Violence between Druze and Bedouin, July 2025 

Further violence was reported in Druze-majority areas of Suweida/Sweida 
province in southern Syria from 12/13 July 2025, primary between Bedouin 
tribes and Druze groups.  

Security forces of the interim government were deployed in response to the 
violence and some violence occurred between government and Druze forces. 
While the interim authorities blamed “outlaw groups” for the violence, the 
local Druze community and UK-based Syrian Observatory of Human Rights 
(SOHR) described the Bedouin and the interim government as the “attacking” 
forces and said they had breached previous agreements with the Druze.83 

The UN High Commissioner on Human Rights, Volker Türk, said that his office 
had received “credible reports” that indicated “widespread violations and 
abuses, including summary executions and arbitrary abuses”. He said among 
the reported perpetrators were members of the interim government security 
forces, and Druze and Bedouin armed groups.84 

The Israeli Government reiterated its call for the area south of Damascus to 
be demilitarised (for more on its statements on Syria, see below, section 3.4) 
and its commitment to protect Druze communities in Syria. In response to the 
violence, Israel launched military attacks on the interim authorities, including 
in the vicinity of the presidential place in Damascus and on its forces entering 
Suweida province.85 However, Israel did then allow interim Syrian government 
forces to enter for 48 hours.86 

While most local Druze leaders called for a ceasefire to be respected and for 
Israel not to intervene, one leader, Hikmat al-Hijri, called for opposition to 
continue against the interim government forces and international protection 
for the Druze.87 

The resulting ceasefire agreement includes provisions for Syrian security 
forces to withdraw from Suweida, for Bedouin groups to also withdraw and be 
evacuated from several areas, and to open relief and medical corridors into 
the province. UN agencies had reported that demand from local health 
services had increased significantly, and some health supplies had been 
unable to be distributed due to security challenges.88 

The number of casualties is unclear. The UK-based SOHR reports that 1,311 
people were killed due to the violence, executions and Israeli airstrikes, 

 

83    BBC Monitoring, Syrian factions trade blame as Swedia violence surges, 14 July 2025 
84   UN, Türk calls for immediate steps to ensure protection of people […], 18 July 2025 
85   France 24, Israel air strikes on Damascus hit Syrian army headquarters […], 16 July 2025; Times of 

Israel, IDF strikes several tanks in south Syria as regime forces […], 14 July 2025; Times of Israel, 
Israel says it’s allowing forces to enter Swedia, 18 July 2025 

86    Israeli Prime Minister’s Office, Statement by Prime Minister Netanyahu, 17 July 2025 
87    BBC Monitoring, Senior Druze cleric rejects ceasefire […], 15 July 2025; BBC Monitoring, How do 

Druze in Syria's Sweida view government, Israeli intervention?, 18 July 2025 
88    UN, Syria crisis: hundreds killed in ongoing violence, hospitals overwhelmed, 18 July 2025; France 

24, Syrian authorities evacuate Bedouin families from Druze-majority Swedia city, 21 July 2025 
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including 637 people from Suweida province. This includes members of the 
ministry of defence and security forces, civilians and other fighters, from 13 to 
22 July.89 The France-based Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR) 
reported in a preliminary estimate that at least 558 people were killed from 13 
to 21 July in the province (SNHR does not document the killing of armed 
individuals belonging to groups outside the control of the state).90 UNOCHA 
estimates around 93,000 people were displaced in the province.91 

The Syrian interim interior minister argued that the “absence of state 
institutions, especially military and security institutions, is a major cause of 
the ongoing tensions” in the region.92 In 2025, the declared-Syrian 
government has sought to merge all armed groups, including those of the 
Druze, into a single armed force (see section 4). In July, interim President 
Ahmed al-Sharaa has said “we are keen on holding accountable those who 
transgressed and abused our Druze people” and that the Druze would be 
“protected”. He accused Israeli action of “re-ignit[ing] tensions”.93 

The United States said it did not support the Israeli strikes but had engaged 
with both Syrian and Israeli leaders to reach a “lasting agreement”.94   

The UK Government said it was “deeply concerned” at the violence, “want[s] 
to see civilians protected” and those responsible for the violence held to 
account. The government also stressed Syria’s sovereignty “must be 
respected” and that it is “not persuaded that [Israeli actions] are conducive 
to bringing about peace and stability”. The UK has also been involved in the 
provision of humanitarian support.95  

The UN Secretary General called for Israel to end its “violations” of Syrian 
sovereignty and territory and for a full investigation into the violence.96 

 

89    SOHR, Al-Suwayda bloodshed in seven days, 22 July 2025 
90    SNHR, Updated figures: at least 558 Syrians killed […] since July 13, 21 July 2025 
91   UN, Syria: ongoing violence fuelling mass displacement in Sweida, 21 July 2025 
92    Reuters, Attacks on Syrian security forces sent to quell sectarian clashes, 14 July 2025 
93    France 24, Syria’s al-Sharaa vows to protect Druze minority’s rights […], 17 July 2025; BBC 

Monitoring, Syrian president urges reconciliation following ceasefire, 19 July 2025 
94    US State Department, Department press briefing, 17 July 2025; CNN, Trump “caught off guard” by 

Israel’s actions in Gaza and Syria, 21 July 2025 
95    HL Deb, 17 July 2025 cc1994, 1997; HC Deb, 21 July 2025, c595 
96     UN, UN urges de-escalation, protection of civilians as conflict roils in Syria, 15 July 2025 

Further reading on Druze in Syria   

• Carnegie Endowment, The Syrian state after Suwayda, 22 July 2025 

• Washington Institute, Making sure Damascus learns the right lessons 
from the Suwayda clashes, 21 July 2025 

• Crisis Group, A compromise is urgently needed in southern Syria, 18 July 
2025 
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Christians 
Christians constituted around 10% of the Syrian population before the 
outbreak of civil war in 2011/12. Their population has fallen significantly and 
are now estimated to form around 2% to 3% of the population.97 

In June 2025, the Christian community in Damascus was targeted in a suicide 
attack, which reportedly killed 25 people and injured 63. It is reportedly the 
largest attack on Christians in Syria since 1860. A Sunni Muslim group, Saraya 
Ansar al-Sunnah, potentially linked to Islamic State/Daesh, were blamed for 
the attack. The Sharaa-led government condemned the attack and has made 
some arrests of Islamic State/Daesh members.98 

The Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch, John Yazigi, criticised the response 
as insufficient and said the interim “government bears responsibility in full”.99 
The UK Government “strongly condemn[ed] the horrific terrorist attack” and 
sent its condolences to the Syrian Foreign Minister. The UK Special 
Representative for Syria discussed the situation with Syrian authorities.100 

 

97    Minority Rights, Christians, Armenians and Assyrians in Syria; Voice of America, What future awaits 
Syria’s Christian minority?, 7 January 2025 

98    Washington Institute, The Damascus church attack: who is Saraya Ansar al-Sunnah?, 25 June 2025; 
France 24, Syria announces arrests over Damascus church attack, 23 June 2025 

99    Reuters, Syrian Christian leader chides president over deadly church bombing, 24 June 2025 
100    PQ 63284 [Syria: Christianity], 3 July 2025 

• Carnegie Endowment, Syria’s Druze stand alone, 14 May 2025 

• Diwan, Minority retort in Syria: The country’s Druze community, 9 May 
2025 

• Crisis Group, Fighting in Damascus exposes Syria’s sectarian tensions, 2 
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2.3 Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) 

Who are Hayat Tahrir al-Sham? 
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, or the “Organization for the Liberation of the 
Levant”), has been the major opposition group in Idlib province, in north-
western Syria, since the late 2010s. HTS has its origins in Al-Qaeda, being 
founded as Jabhat al-Nusra in 2011, before becoming Jabhat Fatah al-Sham 
in 2016 and merging with other groups in 2017 to form HTS. 101  

HTS has some contact with Turkey, though not as much as the Syrian National 
Army (see below), and the group is a designated terrorist organisation in 
Turkey.102  

The leader of HTS is Abu Mohammed al-Jolani. Since the fall of Assad, official 
communiques refer to him by his real name, Ahmed al-Sharaa. He was a 
member of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, where he was imprisoned for participating in the 
insurgency against UK and US forces.103

 

How did HTS govern Idlib from 2017 to 2024? 
HTS and other opposition groups formed the “Syrian Salvation Government” in 
Idlib in 2017. The administration took responsibility for health, education, and 
other social services. There was some local armed opposition and there were 
protests against its rule up to and including October 2024.104  

In March 2024, it was reported that Ahmed al-Sharaa had offered to resign as 
leader of the government due to the ongoing protests against HTS. The group 

 

101    Italian Institute for International Political Studies, Syria’s broken status quo, 5 December 2024; 
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), Terrorism backgrounder: Hay’at Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS), 2018 and ACLED, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), 25 July 2023 and European Council on 
Foreign Relations, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (Syria), 10 November 2020; Who’s in control of Idlib?, BBC 
News, 18 February 2020 

102     Council on Foreign Relations, What role is Turkey playing in Syria’s civil war?, 6 December 2024 
103     BBC News, From Syrian jihadist leader to rebel politician, 9 December 2024 
104     BBC Monitoring, HTS accused of violent response to women’s protest in Syria’s Idlib, 21 October 

2024; BBC Monitoring, Anti-HTS protests break out in north west Syria, 14 September 2024; VoA, 
Protests grow against powerful Jihadist group in Syria enclave, 7 March 2024; DW, Syrian protesters 
rise up against Islamists in Idlib, 25 May 2024; Al Monitor, HTS makes rival jihadis in Syria’s Idlib […] 
give up weapons, 20 November 202; BBC Monitoring, Who’s behind the “Salvation government” 
running northern Syria?, 13 December 2019 

For information on HTS as the declared interim government, see section 4. 
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instead pledged reforms to its security forces and prison system, which have 
been accused of committing human rights violations.105 

Analysts note that the group has sought to present a more moderate stance 
to appeal to other opposition groups within Syria. Many analysts consider it a  
jihadist group that is currently focused on power within Syria, rather than 
seeking to act internationally, though also note not all its members will share 
the leadership’s rhetoric or stated direction and are uncertain on its long-
term objectives.106  

In its 2024 report on freedom of religion or belief, the US Commission on 
International Religious Freedom noted HTS has been seeking to “reposition 
itself as a state-like administrative regime that acknowledges religious 
diversity”. However, it reported violations of freedom of religion in 2023: 

The group publicized its tolerance of the first Christian liturgy celebrated in 
Idlib in over a decade and pledged to redistribute property it had confiscated 
from Christians and Druze. However, HTS continued to impose its 
interpretation of Sunni Islam on both Muslim and non-Muslim residents of Idlib. 
In August, the SSG [Syrian Salvation government] invoked its interpretation of 
Shari’a in new rules for Idlib’s schools, and HTS security forces continued their 
arbitrary and unlawful detention of human rights advocates and private 
individuals critical of HTS’s “rule or religious doctrine”. 107 

In its April 2024 report covering human rights in Syria, the US State 
Department also noted allegations that HTS in Idlib had held detainees in 
what it termed “security prisons” without the right to appeal. HTS also 
arrested groups seeking to protest against its rule and detained political 
opponents, journalists, activists and civilians perceived as critical of their rule 
of religious doctrine. Allegations of have torture have also been made.108 

What did HTS say on Syria’s future after Assad in 2024? 
On 8 December 2024 the leader of HTS, Ahmed al-Sharaa, said that the group 
would “continue to work with determination to achieve the goals of our 
revolution […] to complete the path we started in 2011”.109

 

In one media clip, on 8 December he said that Syria had been “abandoned as 
a playground for Iranian ambitions” under Assad and criticised the 
“corruption”, “sectarianism” and trade of the captagon drug.110 

 

105     BBC Monitoring, HTS leaders offers to quit, 13 March 2024; BBC Monitoring, HTS linked authority 
details progress on reforms, 2 April 2024 

106     European Council on Foreign Relations, Guns and governance: HTS, 2020; DW, Syria: HTS Islamists 
pledge to show tolerance for minorities, 4 December 2024 

107     US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Annual report 2024, 2024, p68 
108     US Department of State, 2023 country reports on human rights practices: Syria, April 2024 
109     Al Jazeera, “New history written” says HTS leader, 8 December 2024 
110     BBC Monitoring, HTS leader says all Syria “can breathe freely”, 8 December 2024 
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Ahmed al-Sharaa has also criticised Israeli military actions (see below, 
section 3.4) as “threaten[ing] an unjustified escalation in the region”. He has 
also been quoted as saying “the Turkish people are our closest friends”.111  

In a December 2024 interview with CNN, he said the opposition would 
transition “into a state of governance, institutions and so on” after the fall of 
Assad. He said “HTS is merely one part of [building Syria] […] and it may 
dissolve at any time”.112  

He also suggested that “there will no longer be a need for any foreign forces 
to remain in Syria” after the fall of Assad.113 

Section 4 details actions by the Syrian interim government declared by HTS in 
2025. 

2.4 UN designation of HTS as terrorist group 

UN Security Council 
HTS is designated as a terrorist group by the UN Security Council. 114 Following 
the fall of Assad, the UN Envoy for Syria, Geir Pederson, said on 10 December 
2024 that the designation was a “complicating factor” but said decisions 
should await HTS actions: 

what we need now to see is, of course, that the good statements and what we 
are seeing on the ground at the beginning, that this is now followed up in 
practice in the days and the weeks ahead of us. And the most important test, 
the most important test will be how the transitional arrangements in 
Damascus is organized and implemented. 115 

It is for the UN Security Council members to determine whether a group 
removed from the designation list. The effect of the terrorist designation is to 
impose an asset freeze, travel ban and arms embargo by all UN member 
states against the group.116 

 

111     BBC Monitoring, HTS chief addresses Israel, Iran, Russia, 15 December 2024 
112     CNN, Syrian rebel leader says goal is to “overthrow” Assad regime, 6 December 2024 
113     As above 
114     For background, UN Security Council, Consolidated list: Qe.De.137, as of 5 December 2024 
115     UN Special Envoy Syria, Statement, 10 December 2024 
116     UN, The de facto authority in Syria is a designated terrorist group, 12 December 2024 

For information on UK, US and EU sanctions and their policies towards the 
interim Syrian government declared by HTS, see below, section 4. 
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The UN Security Council adopted a resolution maintaining the exemption for 
humanitarian providers from the asset freeze measures against some listed 
terrorist organisations in Syria before Assad’s fall, on 6 December 2024.117 

In July, a report to the UN Security Council on ties between HTS and Al-Qaeda 
is expected to be published. According to the Reuters news agency, the 
report, which is based on UN member state contributions, cites concerns that 
“several HTS and aligned members, especially those in tactical roles or 
integrated into the new Syrian army, remained ideologically tied to Al Qaeda” 
but Sharaa and Interior Minister Anas Khattab are considered more 
“moderate”. It says there have been no “active ties” with Al-Qaeda in 2025.118 

UN agencies have worked with HTS directly in Idlib for several years to deliver 
humanitarian assistance. The UN Humanitarian Coordination for Syria, Adam 
Abdelmoula, has been in contact with HTS since Assad’s fall.119 

United States  
The United States has listed HTS as a foreign terrorist organisation (FTO). As 
an FTO, it is unlawful for any person in the US to knowingly provide material 
support to the group and any US financial institutions must report any assets 
they hold. The HTS leader was also subject to a US bounty, until this was 
removed in December 2024.120 In July 2025, the US also announced it would 
remove the FTO designation.121  

Both the Biden and Trump administration had previously said they had 
concerns about HTS, its membership, and direction.122 Nonetheless, US 
officials had met with the group from December 2024 onwards.123

 

United Kingdom  
The UK has proscribed the group as a terrorist organisation and has no 
contact with it. On 2 December 2024 the Middle East Minister, Hamish 
Falconer said: 

We do not talk to HTS, which is a proscribed terrorist organisation—it is 
proscribed for a reason and remains proscribed, and we are concerned by 
many of the public statements it has made.124 

 

117     UN, Unanimously adopting Resolution 2761 (2024) […], 6 December 2024 
118     Reuters, UN report sees no active Syrian state links to Al-Qaeda, 11 July 2025 
119    UN, Syria: top official stresses need for unity […], 13 December 2024 
120   US State Department, Foreign terrorist organisations, accessed 9 December 2024; BBC News, US 

scraps $10 million bounty for arrest of Syria’s new leader Sharaa, 20 December 2024 
121    US State Department, Revoking the foreign terrorist designation of HTS, 7 July 2025 
122    CNN, US left facing difficult situation in Syria, 2 December 2024; White House, Remarks by APNSA 

Jake Sullivan, 8 December 2024; Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Nomination hearings, 15 
January 2025, at 2 hours 58 minutes 

123   NBC News, US delegation arrives in Syrian capital for first meetings […],20 December 2024 
124   HC Deb, 2 December 2024, c64 
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The UK has subsequently had contact with the group. In December 2024 a 
delegation of UK officials met with HTS leaders in Syria, and in January the 
Foreign Secretary David Lammy met the HTS-appointed interim foreign 
minister in Saudi Arabia as part of regional talks on the country (the US, 
Germany, France and other states also sent representatives).125 

On 9 December, Foreign Secretary David Lammy had told the House of 
Commons the UK would judge the group “by its actions, monitoring closely 
how they and other parties to this conflict treat all civilians in areas they 
control”.126 In a separate statement, Prime Minister Keir Starmer said the 
same day that it was “far too early” for a change in policy.127 

2.5 The Syrian National Army and Turkey  

What is the Syrian National Army? 

The Syrian National Army (SNA) is a Turkish-backed coalition centred in 
northern Syrian on the Turkish border. It not an official Syrian state body and 
was opposed to the rule of President Assad. As a collection of groupings, it 
has a range of approaches towards HTS and the future governance of Syria.128 

The SNA was established in 2017. It focused on countering Islamic 
State/Daesh and the People’s Defence Units (YPG), which form part of the US-
backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF, see section 2.5). Turkey judges that 
elements of the SDF are tied to the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), a 
proscribed terrorist group in Turkey.129 See below, section 3.3, for Turkish 
action. 

The US State Department report on human rights in Syria, covering 2023, also 
makes allegations of human rights abuses committed by the SNA. 

What actions has it taken in 2024 and 2025? 
The Syrian National Army joined the HTS attack on Aleppo in November 2024, 
attacking Assad government forces and those of the SDF. The offensive 
against the SDF continued until 10 December, when the SDF and SNA reached 
a temporary ceasefire agreement in the northern city of Manbij as a result of 

 

125   BBC News, UK diplomats meet rebel leader in Damascus, 17 December 2024; FCDO, UK joins key 
meetings in Saudi Arabia to help build a stable Syrian future, 12 January 2025  

126   HC Deb, 9 December 2024, c693 
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128    BBC Monitoring, Rivalries and alliances in the Turkey-backed SNA, 27 January 2025 
129    Le Monde, The Syria National Army, a rebel group loyal to Turkey, 6 December 2024; Atlantic 

Council, Efforts to tame the Syrian National Army, 18 June 2024 
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US mediation. The SDF were to withdraw from the city.130 The ceasefire was 
later extended to 22 December 2024.131 

In January 2025 it was reported most of the SNA was willing to dissolve and 
become part of a single Syrian armed force. Turkey has backed the move.132 

However, fighting in 2025 continued amid calls for all armed groups to disarm 
and disband (see sections 2.1 and 4.2). In January the UK-based Syrian 
Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) said that clashes had been ongoing for 
a month “without any change in the map of the country”.133 As of 18 February 
2025, it reports 625 deaths since December. This includes 56 civilians.134 In 
March, these attacks continued.135 

2.6 Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces 

Who are the Syrian Democratic Forces? 
The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) are a coalition of Kurdish-led forces in 
north-eastern Syria which also includes Arabic fighters and both Muslim and 
Christian groups. It was created in 2015 with US support. It operates through 
an administration known as the Autonomous Administration in North and East 
Syria (AANES), which was established in 2018. Among its objectives are 
seeking greater autonomy for Kurds in Syria (the Kurdish minority in Iraq has 
an autonomous government under the Iraqi constitution).  

The SDF consists of several groups, including the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG). The YPG was created in 2012 and Turkey judges it to have ties to the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a designated terrorist group in Turkey and 
elsewhere.136 

The Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) is the political wing of the SDF and the 
AANES.137 
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https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/u7j59oi5d0
https://m-syria-d.com/en/?page_id=4254
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What role has it played in the conflict? 
The SDF was opposed to Assad and has played an important role in 
combatting Islamic State/Daesh. It holds a large number of Islamic State 
members in detention and their families in camps. See section 6 for more on 
Islamic State. 

The US State Department report on human rights in Syria, covering 2023, also 
makes allegations of human rights abuses committed by the SDF. 

During the Syrian civil war, the SDF controlled the majority of Syria’s 
functioning oil production. 138 In 2024, it joined the November offensive and 
said it captured the eastern city of Deir Al-Zour and Syria’s major crossing 
points with Iraq from Assad.139 It lost territory to both the SNA and HTS in 
December 2024, including Deir Al-Zour to HTS.140 

What are its demands for Syria’s political future?  
On 16 December the SDF called to an end to military operations in Syria “in 
order to begin a constructive, comprehensive national dialogue”.141  

The SDF have also asked the US to ensure that no Turkish-led offensive is 
launched against the group.142 In 2025, the US is in the process of reducing the 
number of troops and bases it has in Syria (see below, section 6). 

The Commander of the SDF, Mazloum Abdi, said in February 2025 that the 
group was seeking dialogue with HTS and wants a united Syria with a central 
government in Damascus, “based on democracy that preserves the rights of 
all its [Syrian] components”. He said the SDF’s aim is not a separate 
government or parliament for Kurdish areas of Syria (as is the case in Iraq).143 

The SDF did not participate in the February 2025 national talks initiated by 
HTS on the future of Syria. Organisers said all groups must disarm before they 
are allowed to participate, and that the SDF does not represent Syrian 
Kurds.144 One SDF official said it would be bound by the decisions of the 
national dialogue if it does not participate.145  

In March 2025, the SDF and HTS-dominated interim authorities agreed, in 
principle, for the two to merge (see next section) and for a nationwide 
ceasefire. The agreement recognises the Kurds as an “integral part” of the 
 

138     BBC News, Syria war: who benefits from its oil production?, 21 November 2024  
139     New Arab, Kurdish-led SDF capture eastern Syria […], 6 December 2024 
140     Rudaw, Syrian rebels claim control of oil-rich Deir ez-Zor from SDF, 11 December 2024 
141     Al-Arabiya, Syria’s Kurds call for end to all military operations, 16 December 2024 
142    Wall Street Journal, US fears military build up by Turkey […],17 December 2024  
143    AP, US backed commander says his Kurdish-led group wants […], 3 February 2025; Guardian, 

Kurdish-led SDF fights for place in post-Assad future, 21 February 2025 
144    AP, The talks shaping Syria’s new constitution will exclude Kurdish forces […], 14 February 2025; 

BBC Monitoring, US-allied Kurds excluded from Syria ‘national dialogue’, 15 February 2025; Reuters, 
Syrian groups must disarm to take part in national dialogue […], 13 February 2025 

145    BBC Monitoring, SDF says will ‘not be bound’ by Syria national dialogue […], 14 February 2025 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-28147263
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/50464561
https://www.newarab.com/news/kurdish-led-sdf-capture-eastern-syrias-deir-al-zour
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/111220241
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2024/12/16/syria-s-kurds-call-for-end-to-all-military-operations-in-the-country
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/u-s-fears-military-buildup-by-turkey-signals-preparations-for-incursion-into-syria-1c2e88e9
https://apnews.com/article/mazloum-abdi-sdf-alsharaa-islamic-state-kurds-6519679f1e4e51da60767391c005976f
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/feb/21/drones-are-above-our-heads-kurdish-led-sdf-fights-for-survival-in-syria
https://apnews.com/article/syria-national-dialogue-ahmad-alsharaa-hts-sdf-10e445388360ff5abe9f6bd99131302e
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003cwq
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-groups-must-disarm-take-part-national-dialogue-official-says-2025-02-13/
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003crm
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Syrian state and says the responsibility for airports, oil and gas fields, and 
other civil and military institutions in northeastern Syria, will be transferred to 
the interim authority.146 

In July, the SDF and HTS-led government held talks in Damascus, in the 
presence of American and French officials, on how to implement the 
agreement, and when.147 

The agreement is intended to be implemented by the end of 2025.148 The EU 
and US welcomed the agreement.149 Turkey, which has continued to support 
the SNA’s attacks on the SDF, welcomed the agreement as supporting the 
“territorial integrity of Syria” and Syria’s “unitary structure”.150 

The SDF has continued to emphasise its demand for decentralisation across 
Syria.151 

Will the SDF become part of the interim armed forces? 
In February 2025 a senior SDF commander, Abu Omar al-Idlibi, said that the 
SDF had agreed to integrate into the structure of the Syrian army established 
by the HTS interim authorities and for foreign fighters to leave the SDF and 
Syria (a likely reference to PKK members).152  

However, the wider SDF leadership did not confirm the agreement or how it 
would be implemented. Issues to be discussed include the security of 
detention facilities for Islamic State fighters, oil fields, and providing civilian 
infrastructure and services. There are reports that not all SDF leaders support 
the move but there is pressure from its Arab members to merge.153 

 

146    SANA, Agreement signed to integrated SDF into institutions of […] Syria, 10 March 2025 
147    Shafaq, SDF, AANES meet Syrian president in Damascus, 9 July 2025 
148    SANA, Agreement signed to integrated SDF into institutions of […] Syria, 10 March 2025 
149    US State Department, Agreement between the Syrian interim authorities and the SDF, 11 March 

2025; European Council, Syria: statement by the high representative, 11 March 2025; HC Deb, 10 
March 2025, c672 

150    Reuters, Turkey’s Erdogan welcomes Syrian deal with Kurdish forces, 11 March 2025 
151    BBC Monitoring, Syrian Kurdish unity conference demands decentralisation, 26 April 2025 
152    BBC Monitoring, SDF ‘agrees’ to integrate into Syrian army, 18 February 2025 
153    Institute for the Study of War, Iran update, 18 February 2025; Asharq Al-Awsat, Kurdish leaderships 

reveal details of plan to merge with Syrian army, 19 February 2025 

Further reading on the SDF in 2025 

• Washington Institute, Kurdish unity efforts gain momentum and an 
uncertain future in Syria, 27 January 2025 

• Long War Journal, Why did Syria’s Kurds sign a deal with the new 
regime?, 11 March 2025 

https://www.sana.sy/en/?p=349228
https://shafaq.com/en/Kurdistan/SDF-AANES-meet-Syrian-President-in-Damascus-under-US-French-auspices
https://www.sana.sy/en/?p=349228
https://www.state.gov/agreement-between-the-syrian-interim-authorities-and-the-syrian-democratic-forces/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2025/03/11/syria-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-recent-wave-of-violence/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2025-03-10/debates/B757635E-697A-4B9F-A6E7-6B8E7E35F97D/Syria
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2025-03-10/debates/B757635E-697A-4B9F-A6E7-6B8E7E35F97D/Syria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-cautiously-optimistic-about-syrian-deal-with-kurdish-forces-official-says-2025-03-11/
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003s5f
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003dke
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-february-18-2025
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5113769-kurdish-leaderships-reveal-details-plan-merge-syrian-army?utm_source=AAA+ENGLISH+-+General+News&utm_campaign=e68608da29-RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_4ef213df01-e68608da29-123272087
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5113769-kurdish-leaderships-reveal-details-plan-merge-syrian-army?utm_source=AAA+ENGLISH+-+General+News&utm_campaign=e68608da29-RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_4ef213df01-e68608da29-123272087
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/kurdish-unity-efforts-gain-momentum-amid-uncertain-future-syria
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/kurdish-unity-efforts-gain-momentum-amid-uncertain-future-syria
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2025/03/analysis-why-did-syrias-kurds-sign-a-deal-with-the-new-regime.php
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2025/03/analysis-why-did-syrias-kurds-sign-a-deal-with-the-new-regime.php
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What have Turkey, the SNA and HTS said on the SDF in 
2024-25? 
Since the fall of Assad, both SNA and HTS have taken territory previously 
controlled by the Syrian Democratic Forces.  

Turkish statements on the SDF and PKK 

On 15 December the Turkish Defence Minister said that his “primary issue in 
Syria” was “dismantling the PKK/YPG terrorist organisation” and expected the 
US to “reassess” their position on the issue. He said HTS shared the view.154 

Turkey has also supported integration between the armed forces of the SDF 
and the HTS-led government, as well as opposing greater regional 
autonomy.155   

 

154    AA, Turkey wants dismantling of PKK/YPG […],15 December 2024; Al Monitor, Turkey-backed Syrians 
end US-mediated ceasefire, 18 December 2024 

155    Reuters, Turkey stresses opposition to decentralisation in Syria, 1 May 2025; Reuters, Erdogan says 
Kurdish SDF “stalling” despite integration deal with Damascus, 29 May 2025 

156    AP News, What to know about the latest effort [...],13 January 2025; BBC News, Kurdish group PKK 
says it is laying down arms and disbanding, 12 May 2025 

157    AP, Kurdish fighter in northern Iraq to hand over weapons in first step […], 3 July 2025 
158    Rudaw, SDF says Ocalan’s call for disarmament, dissolution does not apply, 27 February 2025; 

North Press Agency, Syria’s Kurdish SDF commander welcomes PKK’s dissolution, 12 May 2025 

• Atnaltic Council, Landmark SDF-Damascus deal presents opportunity, 
and uncertainty, for Turkey, 18 March 2025 

• Crisis Group, A glimmer of peace in Syria’s north east, 28 March 2025 

• Middle East Institute, The Damascus-SDF agreement two months on: 
fragile progress or delayed collapse?, 9 May 2025 

• Arab Center DC, Syrian Kurds attempt to manoeuvre amid new realities, 
27 June 2025 

Ceasefire agreement between Turkey and the PKK 

In 2025, Turkey and the PKK agreed a ceasefire in their long-running conflict.  
In March 2025 the leader of the PKK, Abdullah Ocalan, called on members of 
the group to lay down their arms. In May, the group said it would be 
disbanding.156 PKK groups in Iraqi Kurdistan are also expected to disband.157 
The SDF says the Turkey-PKK agreement does not apply to them but has 
welcomed the PKK’s dissolution.158 For more on the agreement, and its 
potential significance for the region, see the below:  

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkiye-wants-dismantling-of-pkk-ypg-terror-group-in-syria-expects-us-to-reassess-its-stance-defense-minister/3425117
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2024/12/turkey-backed-syrian-factions-end-us-mediated-ceasefire-kurdish-led-sdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2024/12/turkey-backed-syrian-factions-end-us-mediated-ceasefire-kurdish-led-sdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-stresses-opposition-decentralisation-syria-2025-05-01/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/erdogan-says-kurdish-sdf-stalling-despite-integration-deal-with-damascus-2025-05-29/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/erdogan-says-kurdish-sdf-stalling-despite-integration-deal-with-damascus-2025-05-29/
https://apnews.com/article/turkey-kurds-pkk-peace-ocalan-dem-prison-3d6e7e2c0cedcb87d4bd145667d79ae1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czel3ry9x1do
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czel3ry9x1do
https://apnews.com/article/pkk-iraq-turkey-peace-process-disarmament-8362d25a38455371775ba1e03c4602a3
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/270220252
https://npasyria.com/en/125611/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/landmark-sdf-damascus-deal-presents-opportunity-and-uncertainty-for-turkey/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/landmark-sdf-damascus-deal-presents-opportunity-and-uncertainty-for-turkey/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria-iraq-turkiye-united-states/glimmer-peace-syrias-north-east?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email
https://www.mei.edu/publications/damascus-sdf-agreement-two-months-fragile-progress-or-delayed-collapse
https://www.mei.edu/publications/damascus-sdf-agreement-two-months-fragile-progress-or-delayed-collapse
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/syrian-kurds-attempt-to-maneuver-amid-new-realities/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/content/turkiyes-pkk-conflict-visual-explainer
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Hayat Tahrir al-Sham statement on the SDF in 2024-25 

On 14 December the HTS-appointed Defence Minister said Syria would “not 
enjoy security until we put an end to the separatist schemes of the PKK and 
liberate our people”.159 HTS leader Ahmed al-Sharaa also talked of SDF-
controlled regions “gain[ing] freedom and com[ing] under the hands of their 
people”. He has reportedly differentiated between Kurdish groups and the 
PKK in interviews, however.160 

The HTS military commander, Abu Hassan al-Hamawi, also said in December 
2024 that “the Kurdish people are one of the components of the Syrian 
people...Syria will not be divided and there will be no federal entities”. This 
suggests a unified Syrian state is intended by HTS, without the AANES.161  

In 2025, the HTS-led government has reiterated its opposition to “separatist 
entities under the guise of federalism or an autonomous administration 
without a comprehensive national consensus” and said Syrian unity is a “red 
line”.162 

What have the US and UK said on the SDF? 
In December 2024 Foreign Secretary David Lammy said the UK would work 
with Kurdish groups to contain Islamic State in the northeast: 

We have to work with all groups in an inclusive manner, but I will be really 
clear that in the UK, we remain concerned about Daesh, and about extremism 
in camps that we know exist in the north-east. We are vigilant about those 
issues, and we are happy to—we have to—work with Kurdish minority groups, 
who will assist us in that enterprise.163

 

159    BBC Monitoring, New Syrian government warns Kurdish ‘separatists’, 14 December 2024 
160    BBC Monitoring, HTS chief addresses Israel, Iran, Russia, 15 December 2024; BBC Monitoring, HTS 

chief says new government seeks “freedom” for northeast Syria, 17 December 2024 
161    France 24, Syria ex-rebel chief says to dissolve armed wing, 17 December 2024 
162    BBC Monitoring, Syrian presidency warns Kurds against calls for “federalism”, 27 April 2025 
163    HC Deb, 9 December 2024, c702 

• Chatham House, The dissolution of the PKK could transform Turkey’s 
domestic politics and foreign policy, May 2025 

• DW, What an end of the PKK would mean for the Kurds, August 2025 

• Amwaj Media, How Turkey-PKK peace may usher change in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, January 2025 

• European Institute for Studies on the Middle East and North Africa, The 
impact of a potential Turkish-PKK peace agreement on the Kurdistan 
region of Iraq, January 2025 

https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002z0w
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002z4h
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002zb6
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002zb6
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20241217-syria-ex-rebel-military-chief-says-to-dissolve-armed-wing
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003s90
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria#contribution-3BDCD236-ECE7-4433-8495-42AA54B68F7F
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/05/dissolution-pkk-could-transform-turkeys-domestic-politics-and-foreign-policy?utm_source=Chatham%20House&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=15018763_CH%20-%20CH%20Newsletter%20Members%20and%20Non-Members%20-%2023.05.25&utm_content=pkk-cta&dm_i=1S3M,8XWJV,52OTTI,11AP7S,1
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/05/dissolution-pkk-could-transform-turkeys-domestic-politics-and-foreign-policy?utm_source=Chatham%20House&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=15018763_CH%20-%20CH%20Newsletter%20Members%20and%20Non-Members%20-%2023.05.25&utm_content=pkk-cta&dm_i=1S3M,8XWJV,52OTTI,11AP7S,1
https://www.dw.com/en/syria-iraq-what-would-an-end-of-the-pkk-mean-for-the-kurds-in-the-middle-east/a-71847586
https://amwaj.media/article/deep-dive-how-turkey-pkk-peace-may-usher-change-in-iraqi-kurdistan
https://amwaj.media/article/deep-dive-how-turkey-pkk-peace-may-usher-change-in-iraqi-kurdistan
https://cfri-irak.com/en/article/the-impact-of-a-potential-turkey-pkk-peace-agreement-on-the-kurdistan-region-of-iraq-2025-01-16
https://cfri-irak.com/en/article/the-impact-of-a-potential-turkey-pkk-peace-agreement-on-the-kurdistan-region-of-iraq-2025-01-16
https://cfri-irak.com/en/article/the-impact-of-a-potential-turkey-pkk-peace-agreement-on-the-kurdistan-region-of-iraq-2025-01-16


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

40 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

US National Security Advisor under the Biden administration, John Kirkby, 
said that while the US judged Turkey to have “legitimate” security concerns, 
the SDF must be allowed to focus on countering Islamic State:  

we have said publicly in the past that some of these operations elsewhere 
along that border [between Syria and Turkey], conducted by Turkish military 
forces, are problematic because it does have that risk of pulling the SDF away 
from the counter-ISIS mission, which we don’t want to see happen.  And those 
are conversations that we’re having with the Turks as well. 164

In 2024 US State Department spokesperson Matthew Miller also said that the 
US wants a national government in Syria established that “encompasses all 
the various ethnic groups in Syria” and that there are no subnational militias:  

Ultimately, I can say that what we want to see […] is the establishment of a 
Syrian national government that encompasses all of the various ethnic groups 
inside Syria, and that at the end of that you don’t have any subnational 
militias, any subnational groups who are carrying arms under their own 
banner. And as part of that we certainly think it’s appropriate to discuss the 
expulsion of foreign fighters.165 

 

 

164    White House, On the record press gaggle with National Security Advisor, 10 December 2024 
165    US Department of State, Press briefing, 17 December 2024 

Further reading on domestic actors in Syria  

• Engelsberg Ideas, The battle for Syria isn’t over, 24 June 2025 

• Italian Institute for International and Political Studies, Syria’s new rulers 
and minorities: clash or compromise?, 13 April 2025 

• Washington Institute, How HTS landed on the US terrorist lists, 17 
December 2024 

• New York Times, Why America’s Kurdish allies are under threat, 16 
December 2024  

• International Crisis Group, Priorities after Assad’s fall, 12 December 2024 

• Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, Domestic and regional impact 
of the political earthquake in Syria, 9 December 2024 

• Royal United Services Institute, Fall of Bahar al-Assad and Syria’s 
unfinished business, 9 December 2024 

• Italian Institute for International and Political Studies, The end of Assad: 
a new chapter in Syrian history, 8 December 2024 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2024/12/10/on-the-record-press-gaggle-by-white-house-national-security-communications-advisor-john-kirby-36/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-17-2024/
https://engelsbergideas.com/notebook/the-battle-for-syria-isnt-over/
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/syrias-new-rulers-and-minorities-clash-or-compromise-202934
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/syrias-new-rulers-and-minorities-clash-or-compromise-202934
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/how-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-landed-us-terrorist-lists-and-why-it-should-stay-there-now#utm_term=READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE&utm_campaign=Untangling%20U.S.%20Sanctions%20on%20HTS%20%28Levitt%20%20PolicyWatch%203969%29&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email&cm_mmc=Act-On%20Software-_-email-_-Untangling%20U.S.%20Sanctions%20on%20HTS%20%28Levitt%20%20PolicyWatch%203969%29-_-READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/16/world/middleeast/kurdish-forces-syria-turkey-isis-america.html
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/priorities-after-assads-fall?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email
https://agsiw.org/the-domestic-and-regional-impact-of-the-political-earthquake-in-syria/
https://agsiw.org/the-domestic-and-regional-impact-of-the-political-earthquake-in-syria/
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/fall-bashar-al-assad-and-syrias-unfinished-business?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=e93f158bab-Current_Awareness_IADS_11_12_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-e93f158bab-103780026&mc_cid=e93f158bab&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/fall-bashar-al-assad-and-syrias-unfinished-business?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=e93f158bab-Current_Awareness_IADS_11_12_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-e93f158bab-103780026&mc_cid=e93f158bab&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/the-end-of-assad-a-new-chapter-in-syrian-history-193946
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/the-end-of-assad-a-new-chapter-in-syrian-history-193946
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3 What has been the response of Iran, 
Russia, Turkey and Israel?  

Further reading on Assad’s fall for the Middle East  

This section focuses on the actions of Iran, Russia, Turkey and Israel. The 
sources listed below relate to China, the Middle East region as a whole and 
the Arab Gulf, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq.  Section 5 has further reading on 
the UK, EU and US role in Syria. 

China 

• Stimson Center, China struggles to adjust to post-Assad Syria, June 2025 

• Washington Institute, Curbing China’s influence on the new Syrian 
government, April 2025 

• Atlantic Council, What the fall of the Assad regime really means for 
China, December 2024 

Middle East region 

• Royal United Services Institute, The coming fight for Syria, January 2025 

• Foreign Policy, What’s next for Syria and the Middle East?, December 
2024 

• Crisis Group, Regional perspectives on Assad’s fall, December 2024 

• Foreign Affairs, The Middle East’s dangerous new normal, December 2024 

• Foreign Policy, Assad’s fall in the Middle East’s 1989, December 2024 

• Italian Institute for International Political Studies, Syria, the path 
forward: regional perspectives, December 202 

• Atlantic Council, Rebels have toppled the Assad regime. What’s next for 
Syria, the Middle East and the world?, December 2024 

Arab Gulf states 

• Carnegie Endowment, The [Arab] Gulf shifts polices in response to the 
“new” Syria, January 2025 

• Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, Assad’s fall prompts initial Gulf 
unity but differences and concerns are emerging, December 2024 

https://www.stimson.org/2025/china-struggles-to-adjust-to-a-post-assad-syria/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/curbing-chinas-influence-new-syrian-government
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/curbing-chinas-influence-new-syrian-government
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/syria-assad-hts-china-future/?mkt_tok=NjU5LVdaWC0wNzUAAAGXf7_bP-BxS4Y5l8XStsjx1g0VyKrgYyjF2P1zucbs1EnFmAVocncLtWibJBOnt7R1oJwh_KyK1lD70ItMgRW8ZvyXvUMnx4dGfHhpbno5yRFN
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3.1 Iran and Hezbollah 

Syria as a strategic link for Iran  
The fall of Assad is widely seen as a defeat for Iran’s strategy in the Middle 
East. It removes a significant element from its alliance network in the region, 
which it uses to project power, threaten Israel, and attack US forces.  

Syria, under Bashar al-Assad and his father, Hafez, has been one of the 
longest-standing allies of post-1979 Iran (when the Shah was overthrown and 
the Islamic Republic was created). Syria formed part of what Iran has called 
the “axis of resistance”, constituted of Iran, Iran-backed Shia militias in Iraq 
and Syria, the Assad government, Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza and 
the Houthis in Yemen. Syria has been a key land route for Iran to supply 
Hezbollah and Hamas and threaten Israel. 166  

Syria’s role in Lebanon  
Syria has historically also played an influential role in Lebanese politics. It 
intervened militarily in Lebanon during the Lebanese civil war (1975 to 1990), 
dominating Lebanon’s domestic affairs after the civil war, with final Syrian 
forces withdrawing in 2005. Hezbollah was one pro-Syrian group in Lebanon, 
and its political alliances with other Lebanese groups were partially formed 
on sharing a pro-Syrian outlook. 

While the ability of Syria to project its influence fell with its withdrawal in 
2005, it continued under Bashar al-Assad. The politics of the two countries 
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remained interlinked through Hezbollah, Syrians displaced to Lebanon, and 
historical divisions in Lebanese politics between pro- and anti- Syrians.167  

Iranian and Hezbollah investment in Assad 
Iran is estimated to have spent more than US$30 billion in support of Assad 
during the civil war, as well as providing his government with subsidised oil 
and other resources.168 Iranian militias deployed in Syria were estimated to 
have numbered between 20,000 and 30,000 personnel, while Hezbollah was 
estimated to have had 7,000 to 10,000 fighters in Syria (out of a total of 
40,000 to 50,000).169 Certain numbers are unknown.  

Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran have each been weakened militarily through 
their conflicts with Israel in 2023-25. In October 2024 then Israeli Defence 
Minister, Yoav Gallant, described both Hamas and Hezbollah as no longer 
effective proxies for Iran.170 Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has said 
Assad fell because of Israeli military action in 2024 against his allies.171 
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169    As above and Atlantic Council, Iranian influence in Syria, November 2020; CSIS, The escalating 
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170   See Commons Library, Middle East instability in 2023-25 and briefings on Iran, Hamas and 

Hezbollah; Reuters, Hamas, Hezbollah no longer effective proxies for Iran, 27 October 2024 

171   YouTube, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s statement from the Golan Heights, 9 December 2024 

Iran and Syria  

• Commons Library, Iran in 2025: how strong does it remain the Middle 
East?, 29 January 2025 

• RAND, The fall of Assad could be a turning point for the axis of US 
adversaries, January 2025 

• US Institute for Peace, Iran is the biggest regional loser of Assad’s fall, 12 
December 2024 

• Washington Institute, Don’t assume Iran’s supply lines to Hezbollah are 
cut, December 2024 

• Chatham House, Fall of Bahsar al-Assad is a blow to Iran and Russia—
and a boost for Turkey, December 2024 

• With Assad’s fall, Iran’s “axis of resistance” unravels, New York Times, 8 
December 2024 

• Council on Foreign Relations, Will Iran become more dangerous after 
Assad’s ouster in Syria?, 8 December 2024 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9729/
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/lebanon-limbo-no-escaping-syrian-gales
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/lebanon-return-pax-syriana
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2024/12/why-did-iran-allow-assads-downfall?lang=en
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/factbox-iranian-influence-and-presence-in-syria/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-conflict-hezbollah-syria
https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-conflict-hezbollah-syria
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/middle-east-instability-in-2023-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israeli-defence-minister-hamas-hezbollah-no-longer-effective-proxies-iran-2024-10-27/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rAVMUoZWa0
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/iran-in-2025-how-strong-does-it-remain-in-the-middle-east/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/iran-in-2025-how-strong-does-it-remain-in-the-middle-east/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/01/the-fall-of-assad-could-be-a-turning-point-for-the.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/01/the-fall-of-assad-could-be-a-turning-point-for-the.html
https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2024/dec/12/iran-biggest-regional-loser-assad%E2%80%99s-fall
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/dont-assume-irans-supply-lines-hezbollah-are-cut#utm_term=READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE&utm_campaign=Donnull2019t%20Assume%20Iran-Hezbollah%20Supply%20Lines%20Are%20Cut%20%28PolicyWatch%203966%29&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email&cm_mmc=Act-On%20Software-_-email-_-Donnull2019t%20Assume%20Iran-Hezbollah%20Supply%20Lines%20Are%20Cut%20%28PolicyWatch%203966%29-_-READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/dont-assume-irans-supply-lines-hezbollah-are-cut#utm_term=READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE&utm_campaign=Donnull2019t%20Assume%20Iran-Hezbollah%20Supply%20Lines%20Are%20Cut%20%28PolicyWatch%203966%29&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email&cm_mmc=Act-On%20Software-_-email-_-Donnull2019t%20Assume%20Iran-Hezbollah%20Supply%20Lines%20Are%20Cut%20%28PolicyWatch%203966%29-_-READ%20THIS%20ITEM%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/fall-president-bashar-al-assad-blow-iran-and-russia-and-boost-turkey
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/fall-president-bashar-al-assad-blow-iran-and-russia-and-boost-turkey
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/08/world/middleeast/irans-syria-axis-of-resistance.html
https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/will-iran-become-more-dangerous-after-assads-ouster-syria
https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/will-iran-become-more-dangerous-after-assads-ouster-syria


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

44 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

Iran, Hezbollah and Syria after Assad 
The Financial Times in December 2024 cited unnamed Iranian officials as 
saying that Iran was increasingly “frustrated” with Assad, that he had been 
unable to halt Israeli air strikes in Syria in 2024 (see below) and that he was 
moving away from Iran in his rapprochement with Arab Gulf States from 
2023. 172  

Iran has denied having any military presence in Syria since Islamic State lost 
its Syrian territory (in 2019).173 In December, Iran flew a reported 4,000 
Iranians out of Syria. It is unclear whether these were civilians or government 
or military personnel.174 

Following the fall of Assad, the Iranian foreign ministry said that it would seek 
to maintain ties with Syria. Statements made by the Iranian ambassador to 
Syria no longer described HTS as a terrorist group, which it did when Assad 
was in power, signalling a desire to advance ties.175  

HTS leader Sharaa said in December 2024 that “Syria cannot continue without 
relations with an important regional country like Iran”.176 

Analysts view Iran as likely to seek influence and presence in Syria’s minority 
groups.177 In December 2024 Iran’s supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, said that “a 
strong, honourable group will […] emerge in Syria” from “today’s youth”.178 
Some critical voices have been raised in public within Iran over whether its 
strategy of supporting groups overseas is an effective one.179    

Hezbollah has signalled it will now focus on its position in Lebanon.180 It has 
also criticised Israeli military action in southern Syria.181 

3.2 Russia  

Russian backing for Assad  
Russia militarily supported the Assad regime since 2015 when it intervened in 
support of Syrian government action against Islamic State. Russian Foreign 
Minister, Sergey Lavrov, said at the time that it was doing so “at the invitation 

 

172   Financial Times, Iran “lost faith” in Assad before his ousting, 8 December 2024 
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of the legitimate Syrian government”.182 Observers questioned Russia’s 
motives, however, and accused the Russian Government of intervening with 
the primary objective of sustaining President Assad in power.183  

Russian military presence in Syria and region   
By supporting President Assad, over the last decade Russia has been able to 
expand its existing military presence in the region, securing a permanent 
naval presence at the Syrian base of Tartus on the Mediterranean coast and 
at Hmeimim air base in Latakia. 184 According to the International Institute for 
Strategic Studies’ Military Balance 2024, 4,000 Russian military personnel 
were based in the country, although there have been reports that many of 
those personnel may have been re-deployed to Ukraine.185 

Having a strategic military presence in Syria has allowed Russia to project 
power into Africa, in particular in support of its operations in Libya and the 
Sahel, and to secure access to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, thereby 
pressuring NATO’s southern borders.186    

What does Assad’s fall mean for Russia? 
The fall of Assad is widely considered, among Western observers at least, as 
“a strategic political defeat” for Russia.187 It raises questions over Russia’s 
ability to exert and maintain influence in areas of strategic importance and 
Russia’s reputation as a credible ally and protector.188  

Russia’s military bases  

On 8 December 2024, Russian State news agency TASS reported that the 
government had secured an agreement with armed opposition leaders in 
Syria for the security of Russian military bases and personnel in the country.189 

 

182  New York Times, “Russian Foreign Minister Defends Airstrikes in Syria”, 1 October 2015   
183  RUSI Analysis, Russia’s war plan in Syria, 2 October 2015   
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base established at Hmeimim (see Radio Free Europe, How Assad’s fall threatens Russia’s military 
influence in Syria and across the region, 9 December 2024); BBC Monitoring, Importance of Russia’s 
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185  International Institute for Strategic Studies, Military Balance 2024; Rebel gains in Syria put Russia 
on the back foot, Carnegie, 6 December 2024, Politico, Assad’s downfall, 9 December 2024  

186  Russian bases in Syria have been used as a staging post for its Africa operations and as a repair and 
replenishment base for its naval assets. Institute for the Study of War, Africa File Special Edition: 
Syria’s potential impact on Russia’s Africa and Mediterranean ambitions, 4 December 2024 

187  Institute for the Study of War, Russian offensive campaign assessment, 8 December 2024  
188  As above. Questions over the reliability of Russia as an effective security partner have already been 

raised within the context of the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023 after Russian 
peacekeepers failed to prevent Azerbaijan’s military takeover of the disputed region (see Commons 
Library research briefing, What is happening in Nagorno-Karabakh?)  

189  TASS Russian state news agency, Assad in Moscow, security of Russian bases, 8 December 2024  
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Opposition forces are in full control of Latakia province where both bases are 
located.190  

However, there have also been widespread reports that plans for the 
evacuation of Russian military assets in the country are in place. Russia’s 
naval fleet has been moved offshore and preparatory work is reportedly 
underway at Hmeimim air base and other sites.191 In February, the UK Royal 
Navy reported that some ammunition had been withdrawn from Syria.192 

The loss of Russia’s military bases in Syria would have significant implications 
for Russian military operations in Africa, having been used as a logistical 
staging post, and for its presence in the Mediterranean. The latter has 
already been undermined by Russia’s inability to use its Black Sea fleet in the 
Mediterranean after Turkey closed the Turkish Straits linking the Black Sea 
and the Mediterranean at the beginning of the Ukraine conflict.193 However, in 
February 2025 Russia reached an agreement for a new base in Sudan on the 
Red Sea.194 

In December HTS leader Ahmad al-Sharaa said that “we do not want Russia 
to leave Syria in the way that some wish”, citing the importance of Russian-
supplied arms and management of power plants. However, he said he 
expected Russian forces to withdraw.195 

Reports in February and March 2025 suggest that Russia may be able to 
retain some of its bases in Syria following negotiations with the HTS 
authorities. The HTS interim defence minister said that Russia’s attitude 
towards it had “improved significantly” since December and “if we get 
benefits” from Russia retaining a presence, it would be allowed.196  

Reuters news-agency reports from unnamed officials that Israel has been 
lobbying the US to ensure Syria remains decentralised, including through 
keeping Russia bases. This reflects Israeli mistrust of HTS and Turkey. The US 
and Israel have not commented.197  
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Neither Russia nor HTS have confirmed any agreements.198 

Other Russia-HTS engagement 
Foreign Affairs analysts note that a desire of HTS to diversify its allies beyond 
Turkey and a lack of US engagement (it has not removed any sanctions, for 
example), has created an opening for Russia to engage with the interim 
authorities and potentially keep its bases.199 

In January 2025, HTS raised possibly requesting compensation from Russia. 
The HTS interim foreign minister, Asaad al-Shibani, said Syria owes Russia 
around US$8 billion.200 

In February the interim foreign minister said that the “Syrian people have 
wounds and pain that they suffered at the hands of” Russia and Iran and Syria 
“must feel comfortable with this relationship”.201  

In February and March President Putin spoke to the HTS leader and HTS-
appointed interim president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, offering cooperation on a 
“whole range of issues”.202 However, there are reports that Russia has 
privately criticised the new Syrian authorities for the March 2025 attacks on 
Alawites and the potential rise of armed jihadist groups.203 

In both February and March Russia has also delivered Syrian banknotes to 
Damascus, assisting Syria’s liquidity crisis.204 However, Reuters news agency 
reports that Syrian authorities plan to print currency in the UAE and Germany 
in the future, removing Russia’s role. This partly reflects the lessening of 
European and American sanctions (see section 5).205
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Reuters, Putin offers Syria’s Sharaa support and cooperation, 20 March 2025 
202    Al Monitor, Russia’s Putin and Syria’s Sharaa hold first call since Assad fall, 12 February 2025 
203    Reuters, Russia lambasts Syria’s new leaders […], 13 March 2025 
204    Reuters, Syria receives local currency printed in Russia, 14 February 2025; Reuters, Syria gets new 

cash shipments from Russia amid warming ties, 6 March 2025 
205   Reuters, Syria plans to print current in UAE and Germany, ending Russian role, 16 May 2025 
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• Italian Institute for International Political Studies, Russia’s evolving 
footprint in the Middle East and North Africa, February 205 

• Chatham House, Russia has lost prestige after the fall of Assad. It has 
also been freed from a difficult partner, December 2024 

• What Assad’s fall means for Russia, BBC Monitoring, December 2024 
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3.3 Turkey 

What are Turkey’s aims in Syria?  
Turkey has supported the opposition to Assad, with it primarily working with 
the Syrian National Army (SNA). In 2016 it intervened militarily in the conflict.  

Turkey has been focused on four objectives:  

• defeating Islamic State/Daesh 

• combatting Kurdish groups it says are tied to terrorist activity by the 
Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) in Turkey (see above, section 2.5) 

• creating the conditions to allow for the return of Syrian refugees (Syria 
hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees, at 2.9 million) 

• implementing UN Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015) for a political 
settlement to the conflict.206 

In October 2023, the Turkish parliament voted to extend Turkey’s military 
operations in Syria and Iraq for a further two years.207  

In 2023 and 2024, Turkey was in talks on potentially re-establishing 
diplomatic relations with the Assad government. These failed. Turkey asked 
President Assad to take steps to contain the Kurdish-led groups that it views 
as linked to the PKK in Turkey and to allow for the return of Syrian refugees. 
President Assad asked Turkey to withdraw its forces from Syria and end its 
support for armed groups in Syria.208  

The failure of these talks is reportedly one reason why Turkey backed the HTS 
offensive in November 2024.209 The Turkish Government has publicly rejected 
the claim.210  

 

 

206    DW, Erdogan has interests in Syria’s reignited war, 4 December 2024; Atlantic Council, What does 
Turkey gain from the rebel offensive in Syria?, 5 December 2024 

207   France 24, Turkey extends Syria, Iraq operations by another two years, 17 October 2023  
208   BBC Monitoring, What hurdles face Syria normalisation?, 16 July 2024 
209   France 24, Turkey could benefit from rebel offensive in Syria: experts, 12 December 2024 
210   AP, Where Turkey stands as Syrian government falls to opposition insurgents, 8 December 2024 

• Wilson Center, With Syria’s collapse Russian’s regional play 
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Turkey and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), has waged an insurgency since 1984 
against the Turkish state, seeking greater cultural and political rights and an 
autonomous or independent Kurdish state. The conflict has resulted in nearly 
40,000 deaths. The PKK is proscribed as a terrorist organisation by the UK, 
United States and the European Union.211 

Although some ceasefires were in place in the 2000s, there were substantial 
hostilities after 2015 and increased Turkish military activity against Kurdish 
groups in northern Syria and Iraq, which Turkey argues are linked to terrorist 
activity in the country.212 

As set out above, in section 2.5, the PKK has agreed to disarm in 2025. The 
SDF says talks will not affect them.   

Turkey considers the PKK to have links to Kurdish groups in north-east Syria, 
including the People’s Defense Units (YPG). The YPG forms part of the wider 
Syrian Democratic Forces coalition (see section 2.5), though the US, UK and 
EU consider the PKK a terrorist group.213   

 

211    Commons Library, Turkey under Erdoğan: recent developments and the 2023 elections, section 1.4 
212    Washington Institute, Turkey’s war in northern Iraq: By the numbers, 28 July 2022 
213    SWP, Turkey’s military operations in Syria and Iraq, 30 May 2022. Home Office, Proscribed terrorist 

groups or organisations, 26 November 2021.  
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In November 2024 the UK Government said it recognises Turkey’s “legitimate 
security interests in Syria” and says it must “protect civilian lives and 
infrastructure, and to avoid destabilising activity”.214 

Statements after Assad’s fall in 2024 
In response to a question on whether Turkey would provide military support or 
training to Syria, in December the Turkish Defence minister said that the 
country is “ready to provide the necessary support if the new administration 
requests”. The minister also reiterated Turkey would act against the PKK.215 

In December 2024 Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan said that Syria “will 
be cleared of the PKK and Daesh [Islamic State] and that the “elements within 
the YPG/PKK that are not Syrian and have the status of international terrorists 
[…] must leave” Syria.216 

In February 2025 Turkey said it would be willing to work with Jordan, Syria 
and Iraq to counter Islamic State. Its Foreign Minister said this would allow 
the United States to cut its ties with the SDF.217 Jordan and Iraq have not 
publicly commented on the proposal.218 For US-SDF ties, see section 6. 

In December 2024 Turkey reopened its embassy in Syria.219 In February HTS 
appointed interim Syrian president, Al-Sharaa, visited Turkey for talks with 
President Erdogan.220  

Analysts have also noted tensions between Turkey and Israel in post-Assad 
Syria, where both are seeking greater influence and opposite ends (Israel has 
expressed concern about the HTS-led Government and is seeking a divided 
Syria). They also note that both Israeli and Turkish power in the region has 
risen as Iranian power has fallen, particularly after the Israel-Iran conflicts of 
2024 and 2025.221  

In early 2025, Israel and Turkey were in discussions on establishing a 
deconfliction mechanism, to avoid any potential military clashes.222 
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220   Al Jazeera, Syria’s al-Sharaa, Turkey’s Erdogan talk Kurdish fighters […], 4 February 2025 
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3.4 Israel and the occupied Golan Heights   

History of Israel-Syria relations 
Israel and Syria have technically been in a state of war since 1948. There were 
direct military engagements in the Arab Israeli wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973. 
They were both also participants in the Lebanese Civil War (1975 to 1990). 
Syria has not recognised the state of Israel, and talks to do so in the 1990s 
and 2008 did not succeed (one reason being Israeli occupation of the Golan 
Heights, see below).223 There was no direct conflict during the Syrian civil war 
between Assad forces and Israel, however.  

During the Syrian civil war Israel conducted air strikes on Lebanese Hezbollah 
and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC, an Iranian force that works 
overseas to support armed and terrorist groups).224  

In 2025, there have been reports that the United States and Israel are seeking 
for the declared government of Syria to establish diplomatic relations with 
Israel, with one reason being a shared hostility to Iranian influence in Syria.225 
However, the position of the Golan Heights (see below) is likely to offer a 
challenge to establishing formal relations as Israel says this must be 
recognised as part of its territory. Engagement may instead focus on reducing 
conflict in border regions.226

 

Status of the Golan Heights and Israeli settlements  
In 1967 Israel captured the Golan Heights, in south-western Syria, in the Third 
Arab Israeli War. The Golan Heights are strategically important, being a site 
of high ground and adding depth to Israeli or Syrian defences.227 

The Israeli Knesset (parliament) passed a law annexing them in 1980. Around 
20,000 Israeli settlers and 20,000 Syrians live in the Golan. Syria, under 
Assad, said it would not agree to a peace agreement with Israel until Israel 
withdraws.228 

On 15 December, the Israeli Government said it would expand the number of 
Israeli settlements in the Golan Heights, doubling its population. It cited the 
security situation in Syria. Prime Minister Netanyahu said: 

 

223   Reuters, Timeline of Israeli-Syrian relations, 2 July 2008 
224   See Commons Library, Syria’s civil war in 2023: Assad back in the Arab League, section 2.5 
225   New York Times, After decades of hostility, Israeli-Syrian relations begin to thaw, 9 July 2025 
226   Asharq al-Awsat, Israel ties Syria normalisation to retaining Golan Heights, 29 June 2025; Israeli 

Foreign Office, FM Sa’ar meets with Austrian foreign minister, 30 June 2025; Reuters, Syria and 
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227   BBC News, Golan Heights profile, 29 August 2023 
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Strengthening the Golan is strengthening the State of Israel, and it is especially 
important at this time. We will continue to hold onto it, cause it to blossom, 
and settle in it.229 

UN Security Council Resolution 497 (1981) says the Israeli legislation of 1980 is 
“null and void and without international legal effect” and “demands” that 
Israel rescind the legislation.230  

In 2019 the US recognised the Golan Heights as Israeli territory. The UK 
Government does not recognise their annexation by Israel.231  

Israel and the separation zone, from December 2024  
In early December 2024, Israel Defence Forces (IDF) reinforced their positions 
on the Golan Heights and occupied some posts in the demilitarised buffer 
zone between Israel and Syria. The zone was established in 1974, after the 
Fourth Arab Israeli War.232  

The 1974 agreement, endorsed by the UN Security Council, establishes a line 
of separation in southern Syria, with Israeli forces allowed to remain west of 
what is termed “line A-1” and Syrian forces to the east of “line A”. The UN 
Disengagement Observer Force is stationed in the separation area.233 

Media reports suggest Israel had been strengthening its positions in the 
frontier area earlier in 2024.234

 

In December 2024 Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that Assad 
government forces had withdrawn from the border, and this marked a 
collapse of the agreement.235 In a separate letter to the UN Security Council, 
the Israeli representative to the UN said the country “remains committed to 
the framework of the 1974 Disengagement Agreement”.236 

The Israeli Defence Minister Israel Katz said some armed groups from Syria 
had “infiltrated areas near the border” in violation of the agreement. He said 
the IDF had taken “limited and temporary control”.237  

In subsequent statements, Israel has updated its presence from “temporary” 
to “indefinitely” in some areas:  
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233    UNSC 338 (1973), UNSC Resolution 350 (1974) and S/11032/Add.1, May 1974; UN, Unanimously 
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• On 9 December Israel said the IDF had temporarily deployed “in a few 
points and in a limited capacity east of Line A, focusing on specific 
locations where defensive measures are necessary”.238 

• On 11 December the Israeli Defence Minister, Israel Katz, said that he has 
ordered a “sterile defensive zone” to be created in southern Syria, 
without a permanent Israeli presence, to limit any potential threats to 
Israel.239  

• On 13 December, Mr Katz told Israeli troops to be “prepare[d] to remain” 
throughout the winter.240  

• On 28 January, Mr Katz said that the IDF will remain on the “summit of 
the Hermon and the security zone indefinitely to ensure the security of 
the communities of the Golan Heights and the north”. He said “we will 
not allow hostile forces to establish themselves in the security zone in 
southern Syria” or be reliant on others for Israeli security.241 

• On 11 March, Mr Katz said that “the IDF is prepared to stay in Syria for an 
unlimited amount of time. We will hold the security area in Hermon and 
make sure that all the security zone in southern Syria is demilitarized and 
clear of weapons and threats”.242 

In February, it was reported for the first time that IDF came under fire when in 
the buffer zone. Armed groups linked to Assad claimed responsibility.243  

In June, rockets were also fired into the Golan Heights from Syria for the first 
time since Assad’s fall. Israel shelled an area in response. The responsible 
group is unknown and Palestinian Hamas has denied any links (Hamas has 
had a presence in Syria).244  

In July, the IDF also announced the detention of three individuals it said were 
linked to Iran in southern Syria. The monitoring group Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights say they were Palestinians.245 

Israeli attacks in Syria from December 2024  
In December 2024 the IDF confirmed it conducted aerial attacks on “strategic 
capabilities left by the Syrian military so it will not fall into the hands of the 
jihadists”. Prime Minister Netanyahu said that the new Syrian authorities must 
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not allow Iran to re-establish itself in Syria or allow the transfer of Iranian 
arms.246

 

In December Foreign Minister Gideon Saar said Israel had struck suspected 
chemical weapon and long-range missile sites.247 On 10 December the Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) said it had conducted 350 air strikes and destroyed 
between 70% and 80% of former Assad government military capabilities. This 
included airbases, air defences, weapons, and production sites.248 

These were not the first confirmed attacks by Israel in 2024: in September it 
launched a raid against an Iranian missile manufacturing plant in Syria.249

 

The UK-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) monitors military 
activity. From 8 to 16 December, it documented 498 Israeli air strikes across 
Syria.250 The Armed Conflict and Location Event Data (ACLED) Project records 
around 100 Israeli air strikes in the first half of December 2024, around a third 
of the total across the whole of 2024.251  

In February 2025 the IDF said it conducted an airstrike on an arms depot it 
linked to Hamas near Damascus and at other sites in southern Syria.252 
Defence Minister Israel Katz said Israel was “now attacking strongly in 
southern Syria as part of the new policy we have defined of pacifying southern 
Syria”.253 ACLED reports “at least” 27 Israeli operations in January and 
February 2025, targeting military and civilian facilities.254 

UN statements that the 1974 agreement remains in 
force  
On 10 December the UN Special Envoy for Syria, Geir Pedersen, said the Israeli 
action represented a “very troubling development” and “needs to stop”.255 

The UN Secretary General has said the 1974 agreement remains in force and 
said “all unauthorised presence in the area of separation” should end:  

The Secretary-General stresses that the 1974 Disengagement of Forces 
Agreement remains in force, condemns all actions that would be inconsistent 
with the Agreement, and calls on the parties to the Agreement to uphold their 
obligations under this instrument, including by ending all unauthorized 

 

246   Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PM Netanyahu at the Kirya in Tel Aviv, 10 December 2024 
247   Israel National News, […] Israel temporarily took over Syrian areas […], 9 December 2024 
248   Times of Israel, In historic campaign across Syria […],10 December 2024 
249   Haaretz, Israeli army confirms elite unit raided Syrian missile production facility, 1 January 2025 
250   SOHR, Nearly 500 airstrikes destroy the remaining […], 18 December 2024 
251    ACLED, Syria: Israeli airstrikes reach an all-time high, 19 December 2024 
252   Times of Israel, IDF says it carried out airstrike on Hamas arms depot […],8 February 2025 
253   ABC News, Israel says it is conducting strikes in southern Syria, 25 February 2025 
254   ACLED, Regional overview March 2025, 7 March 2025 
255   UN Office of the Special Envoy for Syria, UN Special envoy for Syria […], 10 December 2024 
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presence in the area of separation and refraining from any action that would 
undermine the ceasefire and stability in Golan.256 

The UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) argues Israeli actions in 
December in the separation zone represents a violation of the agreement:  

UNDOF has informed its Israeli counterparts that these actions constitute a 
violation of the 1974 Disengagement Agreement. UNDOF urges all parties to 
respect their obligations under the Agreement, cease all military activities in 
the area of separation, and uphold the terms of the 1974 agreement to 
preserve stability in the Golan.257

 

Syrian and international response 

On 15 December HTS leader Ahmed al-Sharaa said Israeli forces “have clearly 
crossed the disengagement line in Syria, which threatens a new unjustified 
escalation”.258 He has said he is committed to the 1974 agreement.259  

In January 2025 he said he would welcome a UN force to monitor the zone and 
that the removal of Iran and Hezbollah from Syria means Israel no longer has 
a reason to remain.260  

On 10 December 2024 UK Foreign Secretary, David Lammy, said he had 
spoken to Foreign Minister Saar on 9 December in respect of IDF operations 
and said there “are legitimate security concerns for Israel, particularly in the 
context of a country that has housed [Islamic State], Daesh and al-Qaeda”.261  

In January 2025 the UK said it expected Israel to adhere to the commitment its 
presence in the buffer zone was “limited and temporary”:  

Israel have said their presence in the buffer zone in the Golan Heights will be 
limited and temporary, and we have been clear that we expect them to adhere 
to this commitment. Israel's presence in the buffer zone must not become 
permanent. 

The UK's position on the Golan Heights remains clear: they are occupied 
territory, and we do not recognise Israel's annexation.262 

France has called for Israel to withdraw from the buffer zone.263 In December 
2024 the US State Department says it wants the 1974 agreement upheld.264  
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259   The Times, Jolani: Syria won’t be used as a launchpad for attacks on Israel, 16 December 2024 
260   Reuters, Syria’s de facto lead says country ready to welcome UN forces […], 16 January 2025 
261   HC Deb, 9 December 2024, c700 

262   HL 4180 [Syria: Israel], 28 January 2025 
263   Le Monde, France tells Israel to withdraw its forces […], 11 December 2024 
264   US Department of State, Department press briefing, 10 December 2024 
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Arab states, as well as Iran and Turkey, have been critical of Israeli military 
action as a violation of Syrian territory and international law.265  

Israeli statements on southern Syria 
In February, Prime Minister Netanyahu said that “we will not allow HTS forces 
or the new Syrian army to enter the area south of Damascus”. He said there 
should be a demilitarization of provinces in southern Syria: 

We demand the complete demilitarization of southern Syria in the provinces of 
Quneitra, Daraa and Suwayda from the forces of the new regime. Likewise, we 
will not tolerate any threat to the Druze community in southern Syria.266 

In May 2025, the Prime Minister reiterated that Israel would not allow the 
deployment of Syrian forces south of Damascus.267 

The February statement led to protests in Syria and criticism by some Islamist 
groups against HTS for allowing continued Israeli strikes. HTS has criticised 
Israeli actions (see above).268  

Israeli call for attacks on Kurdish-led forces to stop 
The Israeli Foreign Minister said that attacks on Kurdish forces in the north 
east of Syria must stop and the “international community must protect those 
who fought bravely against ISIS” as well as other minority groups.269 Israel 
has said there was “no justification for the continuation of Turkish 
aggression”.270 

Israel and the Druze  
In March, Israel reiterated that it would act to protect the Syrian Druze 
community, including in Jaramana, a suburb of the capital Damascus.271 

As set out in section 2.2, above, Israel launched a “warning operation” 
against militant groups planning attacks against Druze in Damascus in April 
and May 2025. This included a strike near to the Presidential Palace. The 

 

265   AA, Arab countries condemn Israel’s seizure of buffer zone in Syria’s Golan Heights, 10 December 
2024; Iran Foreign Ministry, Iran slams repeated Israeli raids on Syrian infrastructure, 10 December 
2024; Times of Israel, Qatar, Turkey, Egypt condemn Israel’s activity […], 10 December 2024 
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March 2025; Reuters, After violence in Syria, Israel says it is prepared to defend Syria’s Druze, 10 
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Israeli Government says it has a “commitment to the [Druze] community in 
Israel and to protecting their brothers in Syria”.272 

 

272  BBC Monitoring, Israeli army says it conducted “warning operation” in Syria, 29 April 2025 

Israel and Syria 

• Atlantic Council, Why al-Sharaa’s success in Syria is good for Israel and 
the US, July 2025 

• Royal United Services Institute, Why is Israel escalating its strikes against 
Syria?, May 2025 

• Atlantic Council, Israel is making a miscalculation in southern Syria, April 
2025 

• Carnegie Endowment, The pull of partition: Israel’s actions in Syria, 
March 2025 

• International Crisis Group, How Israel’s overreach in Syria may backfire, 
March 2025 

• Washington Institute, Avoiding an Israel-Syria showdown: part 1 and part 
2, March 2025 
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4 Political settlement and declarations of 
interim government 

Al-Sharaa, previously leader of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) has been 
declared interim president. In December, an initial transitional government 
was declared, which was followed by a further government in March 2025. 

International actors have called for inclusive negotiations on Syria’s political 
future under UN frameworks. However, as set out above, the Syrian 
opposition to Assad was not united, and some violence has occurred.  

4.1 UN Security Council Resolution 2254 

The UN-led Geneva peace process, based on UN Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 2254 (2015) (PDF), seeks to negotiate a Syrian-led political transition 
to end the conflict. It also calls for the territorial integrity of Syria to be 
retained, for a new constitution to be negotiated, and for free and fair 
elections to be held, supervised by the UN. The Security Council (hyperlinks 
added): 

Reconfirms its endorsement of the Geneva Communiqué of 30 June 2012, 
endorses the “Vienna Statements” in pursuit of the full implementation of the 
Geneva Communiqué, as the basis for a Syrian-led and Syrian-owned political 
transition in order to end the conflict in Syria, and stresses that the Syrian 
people will decide the future of Syria […] 

Expresses its support, in this regard, for a Syrian-led political process that is 
facilitated by the United Nations and, within a target of six months, establishes 
credible, inclusive and non-sectarian governance and sets a schedule and 
process for drafting a new constitution, and further expresses its support for 
free and fair elections, pursuant to the new constitution, to be held within 18 
months and administered under supervision of the United Nations, to the 
satisfaction of the governance and to the highest international standards of 
transparency and accountability, with all Syrians, including members of the 
diaspora, eligible to participate.273 

Successive rounds of UN-led talks failed to make substantial progress on a 
peace settlement or the development of a new Syrian constitution. The last 
talks in Geneva on a new constitution took place in 2022.274 

 

273   UN Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015) (PDF), paras 2 and 4  
274   Al Monitor, UN envoy urges Syria to rejoin Geneva constitution talks, 17 March 2024 
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The continued failure of UN-led peace and constitutional talks allowed other 
diplomatic paths pursued by Russia, Turkey and Iran. Since 2017, Russia, Iran 
and Turkey have participated in talks in Astana (formerly NurSultan, the 
capital of Kazakhstan). While the US participated as an observer, it criticised 
them as undermining the Geneva process. The process has had some success 
in de-escalating the conflict militarily but has not found a political solution.275 

Iran and Russia may also no longer have the influence in Syria they had under 
Assad, limiting their ability to facilitate negotiations. 

What has the UK said on the resolution? 
On 2 December 2024 the UK issued a joint statement with the United States, 
France and Germany urging de-escalation and talks under UN Security 
Council Resolution 2254 (2015): 

We are closely monitoring developments in Syria and urge de-escalation by all 
parties and the protection of civilians and infrastructure to prevent further 
displacement and disruption of humanitarian access. The current escalation 
only underscores the urgent need for a Syrian-led political solution to the 
conflict, in line with UNSCR 2254.276 

The UK representative to the UN Security Council, James Kariuki, reiterated 
this position to the council on 3 December 2024.277 

Astana members and Arab states on the resolution 
In a statement of 8 December 2024, the foreign ministers of Astana process 
countries (Turkey, Russia and Iran) and Arab states, including Qatar, Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan, said there should be a halt to military operations to 
prepare for the launch of negotiations under the Security Council resolution:  

The Ministers stressed the need to stop military operations in preparation for 
launching a comprehensive political process, based on Security Council 
Resolution 2254, to put an end to the military escalation that leads to the 
shedding of more innocent and defenseless blood and prolonging the crisis, 
and to preserve the unity, sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of 
Syria and to Protect it from slipping into chaos and terrorism and ensure the 
voluntary return of refugees and the displaced.278 

 

275   Sada, The Astana process six years on, 1 August 2023 
276   FCDO, Joint statements on developments in Syria, 2 December 2024 
277   FCDO, Only a Syrian-led political solution will resolve this conflict, 3 December 2024 
278   Qatar News Agency, Joint statement by foreign ministers of Arab countries and the Astana process, 

8 December 2024 
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What have others said on the resolution? 
• European Union: High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Kaja Kallas, has 

called for all stakeholders to engage with UNSCR 2254 (2015) and ensure 
an “orderly, peaceful and inclusive transition”.279 

• Russia: says it maintains contacts with all Syrian opposition groups and 
“strongly supports” efforts to establish a political process under the UN 
resolution.280  

• China: backs a “Syrian-owned” process under UNSC 2254 (2015).281 

• Arab states: Arab League states had begun to re-engage with Assad 
from 2023. Since his fall, Arab states with embassies have kept these 
open (these include Saudi Arabia and the UAE) while others have now 
reopened them (such as Qatar).282 Eight Arab countries have issued a 
joint statement calling for a transition in line with UNSC 2254 (2015).283 

• Iran: says it backs the resolution and that the “fate of Syria and its future 
must be determined […] without foreign interference or imposition”.284 

4.2 Transitional government declared, December 
2024 

Assad Prime Minister initially continues in office  
Following the resignation of Assad, his Prime Minister, Mohammad Jalali, said 
he would manage any transition to opposition forces. He had been appointed 
in September 2024 by Assad following elections to the Syrian parliament, 
which were dominated by the ruling Baath party of Assad.285 He remained in 
office until 10 December 2024, when a new government was appointed.286   

The Baath party also announced it would suspend its work and activity until 
further notice, and that properties and finance would be handed over to the 
Syrian interior ministry.287 
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Some Assad government members have also reportedly left Syria for 
Lebanon.288 

Declaration of transitional government and president 
On 10 December 2024 HTS announced a transitional government for Syria. 
Most of its members were previously administering HTS-controlled Idlib 
before the fall of Assad. Many regional governors are also linked to HTS. 

The transitional government was led by Mohammed al-Bashir, who led the 
HTS administration, which was called the “Salvation Government”.289 

Two women were appointed to leadership positions: Aisha al-Dibs to the 
Women’s Affairs Office (a ministry), and Maysaa Sabrine as acting head of the 
Syrian Central Bank (she was replaced in April). Aisha al-Dibs faced criticism 
for comments following her appointment that women should “not […] go 
beyond the priorities of their God-given nature”. In response, the interim 
foreign minister said “we will work to stand by women's issues and support 
their full rights”.290 

In February, it was confirmed a new government would be in place from 1 
March, which the interim foreign minister says will “represent the Syrian 
people as much as possible and take its diversity into account”.291 

In January 2025 the HTS leader, Ahmed al-Sharaa, was named interim 
president of Syria.292 

The transitional government also announced the suspension of the 2012 
constitution and the dissolution of the Assad-era parliament, army and 
security agencies.  

4.3 New government, March 2025 

Cabinet appointments  
On 29 March 2025, a new government was declared by Ahmed al-Sharaa. This 
replaced the transitional government announced in December 2024.  

The transitional government has some overlap in personnel with that 
previously in place. Sharaa retains the presidency, and HTS-linked figures 
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retain key ministries such as defence, interior and foreign. Non-HTS figures 
were appointed to the ministries of education, information, communication 
and religious endowment. Of the 23-strong cabinet, there is one woman, who 
is also a Christian (appointed social affairs minister), and one minister from 
the Alawite (transport), Druze (agriculture) and Kurdish (education) 
communities. There is no representation for the SDF.293 

The cabinet has no prime minister role, with Sharaa leading the executive as 
president. His brother will act as secretary general to the presidency, whose 
role will include liaising with other departments.294 

Sharaa has also appointed a Supreme Fatwa Council, formed of Sunni Muslim 
scholars, and a Grand Mufti (leading Islamic jurist). Their role will be to 
“regulate moderate religious discourse that combines tradition and 
modernity” and issue “fatwas [Islamic legal rulings] on new developments, 
emergencies and general issues”. The role of Grand Mufti in Syria is long-
standing, predating both Assad and Sharaa.295 

Plans for legislature  
Under the interim constitutional declaration announced in March 2025 (see 
next section), the president will appoint a third of the legislature, with other 
members selected by a committee also appointed by the president. The 
legislature will be in place for five years, when elections are planned. 

4.4 What have the post-Assad authorities done 
and said? 

Constitutional declaration  
On coming to power, the authorities annulled the 2012 Syrian constitution and 
parliament (dominated by the Baathist party of former President Assad).296 

In December 2024, a national dialogue was announced, to include all 
members of Syrian society, to contribute to the development of a new 
constitution.297 Many of those on the preparatory committee for the dialogue 
were linked to Sharaa or HTS. It contained no Kurdish members, Shias or 

 

293   Al-Jazeera, Syrian president al-Sharaa unveils transitional government, 30 March 2025; ISW, Iran 
update, 31 March 2025; Middle East Eye, Syria reveals new religiously diverse cabinet, 30 March 
2025; France 24, What we know about Syria’s new government, 30 March 2025 
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295   BBC Monitoring, Syria establishes Supreme Fatwa Council […], 29 March 2025 
296   AP News, Leader of rebels who toppled Syria president Bashar Assad […],29 January 2025 
297   BBC Monitoring, Preparations begin for Syrian national dialogue, 31 December 2024 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/30/syrian-president-unveils-transitional-government
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-march-31-2025
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-march-31-2025
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/syria-reveals-new-religiously-diverse-interim-government
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20250330-what-we-know-about-syria-s-new-government
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003nz8
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0003mib
https://apnews.com/article/syria-president-rebel-bashar-assad-54f1f042c887c613d82a33a20e1d71a7
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b000328p


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

63 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

Alawites, but did include one Christian.298 Assad figures are also excluded.299 
The preparatory committee held meetings in late February.300 

On 13 March, a constitutional declaration was made. It will be in place for five 
years, at which point elections are planned.301  

The declaration describes Islam as the “main source of legislation”. It 
protects some faith and belief groups, preserves the position of women 
“within the family and society”, and guarantees the right of women and girls 
to work and education. The Lebanon-based Carnegie Middle East Center think 
tank notes that under the declaration, Syria will implement “all rights” in the 
international treaties it has signed, which include a wide range of social and 
political rights.302 

Kurdish authorities in Syria have called for greater decentralisation and argue 
that the constitution “obstructs” a democratic transition.303  

The non-governmental organisation Human Rights Watch warns that the 
constitutional declaration “risks consolidating executive control” with 
substantial power for the interim president (see next section on elections and 
above on cabinet appointments and the absence of a prime minister post).304 

The UK Government “welcome[d] the provisions made in the constitutional 
declaration on freedom of expression, freedom of belief and women’s 
rights”.305 

The “People’s Assembly”  
Ahmad al-Sharaa says elections could take up to four or five years, citing the 
need to draft a constitution and to take an accurate census of the population 
(many Syrians are displaced abroad).306 

Under the new constitution, the president will appoint a third of the 
transitional legislature, known as the “People’s Assembly”. The remaining 
members will be selected by a committee also appointed by the president. 
The assembly will be responsible for proposing, amending and approving 
laws and the state budget. The president can propose laws and can object to 
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any laws passed by the assembly, who will require a two-thirds vote to 
override the presidential veto.307 

In June, Sharaa issued a decree establishing an 11-member committee to form 
the Supreme Committee for People’s Assembly Elections. Under the process, 
electoral bodies will be created across Syria to nominate and elect two-thirds 
of the members. Seat distribution will follow the 2010 census. Aleppo will have 
the largest number of seats, at 20, followed by Damascus, at 11. Rules on 
candidacy are yet to be confirmed.308  

Armed forces 
• There will be an amnesty to those conscripted to fight in Assad forces.309 

However, not all opposition groups have endorsed the amnesty, and 
some have called for “revenge attacks” against Assad government 
officials.310 Rights group report some have taken place.311 In June 2025, 
the Fatwa Council issued a rule prohibiting “revenge and retaliation 
outside the framework of the judiciary and the law”.312

• It has dissolved the armed forces of the Assad government and will 
secure any chemical weapons depots.313  

• All armed groups in Syria will be disbanded (including HTS) and only the 
armed forces of the new Syrian state will be allowed to bear arms.314  

In May, the Syrian Ministry of Defence said that almost all armed units 
had been integrated under the ministry, but small groups remained.315 As 
of June, the SDF remains a separate armed group though has agreed in 
principle to merge with other forces. Talks on this continue.316  

Foreign states have reportedly warned the HTS on its appointment of 
some foreign fighters to senior military positions.317 However, in June the 
US envoy to Syria said that “there is an understanding” that some foreign 
fighters will be allowed to join Syria army units, if there is 
“transparency”.318 
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317    Reuters, Western powers warn Syria over foreign jihadists in army […],10 January 2025 
318   Reuters, US gives nod to Syria to bring foreign jihadist ex-rebels into army, 2 June 2025 

https://constitutionnet.org/vl/item/constitutional-declaration-syria-2025
https://www.newarab.com/news/syria-forms-elections-committee-amid-calls-transparency
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00042b9
https://www.newarab.com/news/hts-led-coalition-announces-general-amnesty-assad-soldiers
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002y7q
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002y7r
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/18/syria-revenge-killings-hts-damascus-assad/
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b000412j
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-rebel-leader-says-he-will-dissolve-toppled-regime-forces-close-prisons-2024-12-11/
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00038yq
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0002z4h
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/syria-announces-merger-of-all-military-units-under-defense-ministry/3571891
https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/syrias-government-kurds-odds-merging-forces-after-latest-123621017
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/western-powers-warn-syria-over-foreign-jihadists-army-sources-say-2025-01-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/us-gives-nod-syria-bring-foreign-jihadist-ex-rebels-into-army-2025-06-02/


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

65 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

• The defence ministry has also issued a new code of conduct for armed 
forces, which include prohibitions such as assaulting civilians and 
discrimination.319 

• In June 2025, the Syrian Civil Defense, also known as ‘the White Helmets’, 
an independent organisation founded in 2014 to provide first-responders 
to emergency situations in Syria, announced its functions would be 
transferred to the declared Syrian Government.320 The head of the 
organisation has also been appointed as Minister of Environment, 
Emergencies, and Disaster Management.321 

The UK Government is among foreign governments to have provided 
funding to the White Helmets to support the humanitarian response.322 

Society 
• Women: officials have been told not to interfere with women’s dress or 

appearance.323 Al-Sharaa has faced criticism from some within HTS and 
other Islamist and Jihadist groups for allowing his wife to visit Turkey 
when he visited and for not wearing the niqab (full face cover).324 In June, 
guidance was issued by the Tourism ministry stating women must wear 
burkinis (a swimsuit that covers the body except for the face, hands and 
feet) or other “decent” clothes at public beaches and swimming pools. 
Men must also wear a shirt when they are not swimming (under Assad, 
the state did not enforce a dress code on beaches).325 

• Education: in December the interim education minister said the right to 
schooling for boys and girls would remain.326 In January the interim 
education ministry announced a new curriculum, pending further 
reviews. The interim minister said “inaccuracies” in the Islamic education 
curriculum had been corrected. Reported planned changes include 
removal of material on pre-Islamic religions in Syria.327 

• Refugees: Prime Minister Bashir has called for the return of refugees.328 
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• Religion and belief: the “political affairs bureau”, affiliated with the Idlib 
government backed by HTS, has announced it would protect Christians, 
Shia and Alawite Muslims, and other minorities in Syria.329 

Al-Sharaa has met with minority groups including Christians.330 A two-
day public holiday was also announced to coincide with Christmas. This 
drew criticism from some Islamist and Jihadist groups.331 

• Human rights abuses: the interim authorities have said they will seek 
accountability for those who committed human rights abuses, including 
those who have fled abroad.332 In May 2025, a National Authority for 
Transitional Justice and National Commission for Missing Persons were 
announced.333 Human Rights Watch have criticised the transitional 
justice commission for its narrow focus, only including crimes committed 
by the Assad government.334  

• Trade in Captagon drugs. This remains high, despite the attempts of the 
new authorities to reduce the trade and seizures of the drug in 
neighbouring states, according to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime. 335 

Economy and sanctions 
As set out above in section 1.3, Syria faces extensive economic challenges and 
costs from recovering from its civil war.  

The interim authorities have said they plan to increase public sector salaries, 
reduce customs fees for external trade, and build ties with neighbouring 
states to address sanctions, raise funds and promote development.336  

The interim foreign minister says the lifting of sanctions against Syria is “key” 
to establishing stability and that the “reason for these sanctions [Assad] is 
now in Moscow”. He said the country would be open for foreign investment.337  

Interim President Sharaa also criticised the “socialist” economic system of 
Assad as producing corruption. The interim authorities have said they wish to 
privatise state-owned companies.338 The number of public sector workers is 
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expected to half.339 Currently, 25% of the population is unemployed and 90% 
live below the poverty line.340  

4.5 What human rights concerns have been 
raised? 

Monitors have raised concerns for some violations since December 2024: 

• HTS monopolisation of power: in February 2025 several opposition 
groups to HTS met in Switzerland to discuss the “monopolisation” of 
power by HTS and argued it is establishing a “new totalitarian regime” 
with a lack of non-HTS voices. The group, known as the Syrian national 
meeting, say they will continue to monitor developments.341  

• Sectarian attacks: the UK-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights 
(SOHR) reports sectarian attacks and incidents across parts of Syria, 
including against Alawites. Local security forces have reportedly 
intervened to contain the attacks.342 Reported attacks include on an 
Alawite shrine and burning of a Christmas tree.343 See above section 2.2, 
for violence against Christians, Druze and Alawites in 2025. 

• Protests for a secular state and women’s participation: in December 
SOHR reported that “thousands” of people gathered in Damascus to 
protest for a “secular state and women’s participation in politics”. The 
protests were not supressed by security forces.344  

• “Revenge attacks”: SOHR reports 425 people have been killed in “revenge 
attacks” since the fall of Assad on 8 December 2024 to 11 February 
2025.345  

 

339   Reuters, Syria’s new Islamist rulers to roll back state […],31 January 2025 
340   UN Development Programme, The impact of the conflict in Syria, February 2025, p9 
341    Al Monitor, Opponents of Syria’s new government meet in Geneva, criticise Sharaa, 19 February 2025 
342   SOHR, Attempts to stir up sectarian strife, 13 February 2025; General security cordons sectarian 

protests […], 14 January 2025 
343   SOHR, Video footage showing attack on shrine in Aleppo, 25 December 2024; BBC News, Protests in 

Syria over Christmas tree burning, 24 December 2024 
344   BBC Monitoring, Thousands protest [.,.] for a “civil democratic state”, 20 December 2024 
345   SOHR, SOHR documents death of 425 people in revengeful attacks, 11 February 2025 

Further reading the interim authorities and challenges 

• US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Religious freedom 
and US policy in post-Assad Syria (PDF), July 2025 

• Crisis Group, What lies in store for Syria as a new government takes 
power?, April 2025 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-islamist-rulers-overhaul-economy-with-firings-privatization-state-firms-2025-01-31/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_campaign=Daily-Briefing&utm_term=013125&lctg=60a6357834f74f16524e6206
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/impact-conflict-syria-devastated-economy-pervasive-poverty-and-challenging-road-ahead-social-and-economic-recovery-enar
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/02/opponents-syrias-new-government-meet-geneva-criticize-sharaa-what-we-know
https://www.syriahr.com/en/355836/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/353685/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/353685/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/352257/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx27yx1y0deo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx27yx1y0deo
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00030b9
https://www.syriahr.com/en/355695/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2025-07/2025%20Syria%20Policy%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2025-07/2025%20Syria%20Policy%20Update.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/what-lies-store-syria-new-government-takes-power?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/what-lies-store-syria-new-government-takes-power?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email


 

 

Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025 

68 Commons Library Research Briefing, 23 July 2025 

• Arab Center Washington DC, Challenges facing Syria’s constitutional 
declaration, April 2025 

• Foreign Policy, The new Syria is run like the old, April 2025 

• Diwan, Syria’s leaders show their intentions, March 2025 

• Crisis Group, The new Syria: halting a dangerous drift, March 2025 

• Chatham House, Syria needs security—can Al-Sharaa build a united 
army to provide it?, March 2025 

• Washington Institute, Al-Sharaa is better than Assad, March 2025 

• Foreign Affairs, Syria’s post authoritarian trap, January 2025 

• Chatham House, Syria’s challenges are even greater than those Libya 
faced in 2011, December 2024 

• Atlantic Council, A blueprint for bringing about a new Syria, 10 December 
2024 

• Arab Center DC, A new Syria is born: hopes and challenges, 11 December 
2024 

• Chatham House, While international support is crucial, Syrians must lead 
their country’s political transition, 11 December 2024 

• Just Security, Syria’s pursuit of freedom and self-governance, 12 
December 2024 

• Human Rights Watch, Post-Assad transition should centre human rights, 
12 December 2024 

https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/challenges-facing-syrias-constitutional-declaration/
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/challenges-facing-syrias-constitutional-declaration/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/04/16/syria-sharaa-interim-government-constitution-transition-minorities-democracy/?tpcc=editors_picks&utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Editors%27%20Picks%20-%2004182024&utm_term=editors_picks
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2025/03/syrias-leaders-show-their-intentions?lang=en
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/b95-new-syria-halting-dangerous-drift?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2025-03/syria-needs-security-can-al-sharaa-build-united-army-provide
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2025-03/syria-needs-security-can-al-sharaa-build-united-army-provide
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/enough-hand-wringing-al-sharaa-better-assad#utm_term=READ%20THIS%20ARTICLE%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE&utm_campaign=Enough%20With%20the%20Hand-Wringing%20About%20Al-Sharaa%20%28Schenker%20%20Caravan%29&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email&cm_mmc=Act-On%20Software-_-email-_-Enough%20With%20the%20Hand-Wringing%20About%20Al-Sharaa%20%28Schenker%20%20Caravan%29-_-READ%20THIS%20ARTICLE%20ON%20OUR%20WEBSITE
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/syria/syrias-post-authoritarian-trap?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=China%20Doesn%E2%80%99t%20Want%20to%20Lead%20an%20Axis&utm_content=20250218&utm_term=EDZZZ003ZX
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/syrias-challenges-are-even-greater-those-libya-faced-2011?utm_source=Chatham%20House&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=14815356_MEM%20-%20New%20Members%20Multimedia%20NL%20-%2020.12.24&dm_i=1S3M,8TJLO,52OTTI,10P6LY,1
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/syrias-challenges-are-even-greater-those-libya-faced-2011?utm_source=Chatham%20House&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=14815356_MEM%20-%20New%20Members%20Multimedia%20NL%20-%2020.12.24&dm_i=1S3M,8TJLO,52OTTI,10P6LY,1
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/a-blueprint-for-bringing-about-a-new-syria/?mkt_tok=NjU5LVdaWC0wNzUAAAGXUSSS6s6fwBSjAWMG6DjNNVWpq_E3XEVncTv0XRuSo6Bat0f6B9-AO9ECnFJsQtqlY_UQe_Ouz2Ye_KBa2A56r9MSK_Dp_jeC6sRHPcUSWbkc
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https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/12/while-international-support-crucial-syrians-must-lead-their-countrys-political-transition
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5 UK, UN, US and EU sanctions and 
statements on Syria’s new authorities  

5.1 G7 and international statements  

The G7 reiterated its support for UNSCR 2254 (2015) (see above, section 4.1) in 
a statement of 12 December 2024 and said they would only work with a 
transition process and new Syrian government that is: 

credible, inclusive, and non-sectarian governance that ensures respect for the 
rule of law, universal human rights, including women’s rights, the protection of 
all Syrians, including religious and ethnic minorities, transparency and 
accountability.348 

The G7 is formed of Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United States 
and United Kingdom, as well as the European Union. 

The UK has also issued a statement alongside European partners, the US, 
Turkey and the Arab Contact group on Syria (Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 
 

346   The National, US prepares UN resolution to lift sanctions on Syria and its leaders, 3 July 2025 
347   Commons Library research briefing, Syria’s civil war in 2023, section 4.2 
348   FCDO, G7 leaders’ statement on Syria, 12 December 2024 

International sanctions on Syria 

Other than UN sanctions against specific terrorist groups (including Islamic 
State/Daesh and HTS), there were no UN sanctions against Assad due to vetoes 
by China and Russia at the UN Security Council. In 2025, there are reportedly 
talks between UN Security Council members on removing sanctions against 
Sharaa and HTS, but no formal decisions have been made or draft resolution 
published.346  

When Assad was in power and during the civil war, the United States, EU and 
UK introduced a wide range of sanctions on Syria’s military, economy, chemical 
weapons, and those accused of human rights violations. These sanctions 
included exemptions to allow for the delivery and distribution of humanitarian 
aid.347 In 2025, the United States, European Union and UK all announced a 
lifting of economic sanctions against Syria. Sanctions against those linked to 
the Assad government and human rights violations remain.  

https://www.thenationalnews.com/news/us/2025/07/03/un-syria-sanctions/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9378/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/g7-leaders-statement-on-syria-12-december-2024
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
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Lebanon, Egypt and the Arab League Secretary General). This reiterated the 
issues covered in the G7 statement on UNSCR 2254 (2015) and: 

Affirmed the full support for Syria’s unity, territorial integrity and sovereignty. 
Stressed on the respect for human rights, including for women and minorities; 
preserve state institutions that serve the interests of, and provide critical 
services to, the Syrian people; exist in harmony with its neighbours; provide 
unfettered access for humanitarian aid and freedom of movement for IDPs and 
returnees; protect all foreign diplomatic facilities and personnel; secure and 
safely destroy chemical weapons stockpiles; and facilitate access to regime 
prisons and facilities for accountability and to determine the fate of missing 
Syrians and foreign nationals.349 

Members of the UN Security Council (including China, France, Russia, the US 
and UK) have issued a statement in support of UNSCR 2254 (2015), the UNDOF, 
and for action against non-conventional weapons and Islamic State/Daesh in 
Syria.350 

5.2 United Kingdom 

Statements on HTS-appointed interim government  
In December 2024 Prime Minister Keir Starmer said that “we must not make 
the mistake of thinking that what comes next [in Syria] is necessarily going to 
be different and better”. He said the UK was talking to regional states to 
ensure Syria “complies with international law and protects the rights of 
civilians and minorities”.351 

In the same month, David Lammy also said that the UK will take a “cautious” 
approach to HTS and “judge HTS by their actions, monitoring closely how they 
and other parties to this conflict treat all civilians in areas they control”.352 

In 2025, the UK Government has welcomed the announcement of the new 
Sharaa-led government and some of its actions, including “diverse cabinet 
appointments and internal agreements, including with the Syrian Democratic 
Forces” as well as the planning for the People’s Assembly elections.353 
However, in February FCDO Minister Lord Collins also said that the 
government was “concerned by reports of attacks on minorities, including 
Christians, and attempts to stoke sectarian tensions”.354 

 

349   FCDO, Joint statement on Syria, 14 December 2024 
350   UN, Security Council press statement on Syria, 17 December 2024 
351   Liaison Committee, Oral evidence: evidence from the Prime Minister, 19 December 2024, Qs 62-3,  
352   HC Deb, 9 December 2024, c693 
353   FCDO, A peaceful and secure country is in the interests of all Syrians, 17 June 2025; FCDO, The UK 

welcomes the formation of the new Syrian government, 10 April 2025 
354   HL Deb, 10 February 2025, c993 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-on-syria-14-december-2024
https://press.un.org/en/2024/sc15943.doc.htm
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15164/html/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria#contribution-C41305E3-FAB4-4545-941F-710BB13382AC
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-peaceful-and-secure-country-is-in-the-interests-of-all-syrians-and-the-wider-region-uk-statement-at-the-un-security-council?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=586e2471-a036-481b-98ef-88efa4a721ae&utm_content=daily
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-uk-welcomes-the-formation-of-the-new-syrian-government-uk-statement-at-the-un-security-council?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=2d6f7773-c90d-4f37-9aaf-fad79837cca4&utm_content=immediately
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-uk-welcomes-the-formation-of-the-new-syrian-government-uk-statement-at-the-un-security-council?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=2d6f7773-c90d-4f37-9aaf-fad79837cca4&utm_content=immediately
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2025-02-10/debates/7C16D76D-8F15-4B63-A864-09892E23FC7A/Debate#contribution-09301142-F42F-4136-80CB-9A1B3C31B4C3
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Formal engagement with HTS and interim authorities  
On 15 December 2024 Foreign Secretary David Lammy said the UK has had 
“diplomatic contact” with HTS. He said the UK had engaged in order to 
encourage a democratic and inclusive transition, to secure chemical weapons 
stockpiles, and ensure an end to violence.356  

The UK Special Envoy, Ann Snow, has visited Syria for talks with the interim 
authorities, including the head of the women’s affairs department. The 
government said it raised the “importance of including key groups, including 
women and ethnic and religious minorities” in a peaceful transition.357 

The UK Foreign Secretary has also raised the treatment of minorities with the 
interim authorities.358 The Foreign Secretary met with his regional 
counterparts, including the interim Syrian minister, in Saudi Arabia in 
January.359 

Speaking in December, the Foreign Secretary said it would be “hasty” to make 
announcements in reopening the UK embassy in Damascus.360 The UK closed 

 

355   PQ 28023 [Syria: politics and government], 17 February 2025 
356   BBC News, UK diplomats meet rebel leaders in Damascus, 17 December 2024 
357   HL Deb, 6 February 2025, c804; UK diplomats meet rebel[s] […], BBC News, 17 December 2024 
358   HC Deb, 14 January 2025, c154 
359   FCDO, UK joins key meetings in Saudi Arabia to help build a stable Syrian future, 12 January 2024 
360   HC Deb, 9 December 2024, c699 

UK position on recognising governments 

It has been the position of UK Governments to recognise states, not 
governments. This has been the UK position in relation to the Taliban in 
Afghanistan (in 2022 and 2025 statements), Belarus (in 2022), Venezuela 
(2019) and Syria when ruled by President Bashar al-Assad (2016). In response 
to a question from the Shadow Foreign Secretary in February whether the UK 
Government recognises Sharaa as the Syrian “head of state”, Middle East 
Minister Hamish Falconer said: 

On 29 January, Ahmed Al-Sharaa was announced as Syrian President for a 
transitional period. We welcome Al Sharaa's announcement that he will form an 
inclusive transitional Government, leading to free and fair elections. This is a 
critical moment for Syria's transition and we will continue to judge Al Sharaa on 
his actions.355 

For a discussion of international law and recognising regime changes, see 
Just Security, Should the rebels be recognised as the new government of 
Syria?, January 2025 and European Journal of International Law, How should 
government decide whether or not to recognise other governments?, 
December 2021.  

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-02-03/28023
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czd40pd1g7lo
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2025-02-06/debates/EAF0E00F-7149-48F1-85AC-D73B109A09E0/Syria#contribution-DE1ACD3E-E61F-4D82-97E2-E36C53CADC43
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/czd40pd1g7lo
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2025-01-14/debates/F7258C62-6545-4F22-92EF-106EAEB7C3E6/OralAnswersToQuestions#contribution-4FF4B7E4-7F2D-4AEF-BD1A-12F6182EF5E1
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-joins-key-meetings-to-help-build-a-stable-syrian-future-in-saudi-arabia?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=7e1687e2-a6cb-4510-8c50-d3cae3581969&utm_content=daily
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-12-09/debates/170FCA60-3CF8-4280-9666-08C241F46345/Syria
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2022-02-09/debates/22020944000001/AfghanistanHumanitarianCrisisUKResponse#contribution-3D2A7EE7-3002-44F2-B6C2-EAB64FDE697E
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2025-01-30/debates/AF091455-5CEE-4C4A-889A-666FF1E560BA/AfghanistanWomen#contribution-D2979F9C-766C-481E-BD21-FF8A98E769FE
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2022-01-21/109189
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2019-01-24/debates/BDD1A31C-97AB-47DC-863E-B99A66C8F2A9/Venezuela#contribution-8D3650A9-5205-48B1-A28B-3376978045AE
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2016-10-18/HL2410
https://www.justsecurity.org/106124/recognition-government-syria-international-law/
https://www.justsecurity.org/106124/recognition-government-syria-international-law/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/how-should-governments-decide-whether-or-not-to-recognise-other-governments-and-can-the-general-assembly-help/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/how-should-governments-decide-whether-or-not-to-recognise-other-governments-and-can-the-general-assembly-help/
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its embassy in 2013. European states with embassies in Syria include Italy, the 
Czech Republic and Greece.361 

Reopening the UK’s embassy in Syria  
On 5 July, the Foreign Secretary, David Lammy, visited Syria to meet with 
interim President Al-Sharaa. Mr Lammy announced that the UK would reopen 
its embassy there and re-establish formal diplomatic relations.  

The Foreign Secretary said that it was in the UK’s interests to do so, arguing it 
would contribute to a more stable Syria and one able to combat Islamic 
State/Daesh, address irregular migration, and destroy chemical weapons.362 
He also said he raised the need for an “inclusive political transition” with al-
Sharaa and concerns heard from Syrian civil society on that inclusivity.363 

Mr Lammy also said that the “episodes of brutal violence involving Alawite 
and Druze communities are very, very concerning, and we will be redoubling 
our efforts” on their protection.364 

The UK and Syria will also establish a business council.365 

UK sanctions 
Since the UK left the EU, it has continued to apply the same sanctions regime. 
This included: 

• asset and travel freeze against individuals and organisations linked to 
Assad, the use of chemical weapons, the movement of restricted 
technologies and goods and their financing, and human rights violations. 

• restrictions on UK financial institutions opening bank accounts in Syria or 
for a company based in Syria  

• trade restrictions on military goods and exports, crude oil and petroleum 
products from Syria, Syrian bank notes and coinage, luxury goods, and 
services relating to electricity production in Syria 

• a ban on Syrian aircraft landing in the UK.366 

 

361   Commons Library research briefing, Syria in 2023: Assad back in the Arab League, p30 and Le 
Monde, Italy returns to Damascus, 31 July 2024 

362   FCDO, UK re-establishes diplomatic relations with Syria , 5 July 2025 
363   International Development Committee, Oral evidence: the work of the FCDO, 16 July 2025, Q 51 
364    As above 
365    HCWS801 [Foreign Secretary’s visit to Syria], 10 July 2025 
366   FCDO and others, Syria sanctions: guidance, as of 5 December 2024; UK’s Syrian (Sanctions) (EU 

Exit) Regulations 2019, Part 7, as amended. 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9378/
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2024/07/31/italy-returns-to-damascus-twelve-years-after-its-last-ambassador-s-departure_6705551_4.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-re-establishes-diplomatic-relations-with-syria-in-first-ministerial-visit-for-14-years?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=e5740030-e9cb-4a71-9917-4a69452b211a&utm_content=daily
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/16327/html/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-07-10/hcws801
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/syria-sanctions-guidance/syria-sanctions-guidance
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2019/792/part/7
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2019/792/part/7
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The UK sanctions included exemptions for humanitarian aid delivered by the 
UN and related organisations participating in UN plans or with UK funding. 
This included for fuel and petroleum products.367 

Lifting of some UK sanctions 
In March and April 2025 the Government removed several entities listed under 
the existing Syrian sanctions regime and made a new statutory instrument, 
amending the 2019 sanctions regulations on Syria. These amendments are to 
allow the UK to continue sanctions against those linked to Assad, human 
rights violations, and undermining stability and security in post-Assad Syria. 
Prohibitions remain in place against military goods and chemical weapons.368 

The government said that it would be removing economic and other sanctions 
against Syrian institutions and economic organisations “to facilitate essential 
investment in Syria’s energy infrastructure and supporting the Syrian people 
to rebuild their country and economy”. 

Sanctions were removed from organisations including the Syrian Ministry of 
Defence, Ministry of Interior and media companies, the Central Bank of Syria, 
Syrian Arab Airlines, and energy companies.369 

UK sanctions on Assad and those linked to him will remain in place. In 
response to the violence in early and mid-2025 (see above, section 2.2), the 
government says it will continue to use its Syria sanctions as a “responsive 
tool, targeting those who bear responsibility for repression and human rights 
abuses”.370  

Frozen Syrian assets in the UK 
Media reports suggest around £161 million of frozen Syrian assets are in the 
UK.371 The UK Government says these remain frozen.372 

 

367   Office of Financial Sanctions implementation, General license INT/2025/5810196, 12 February 2025; 
Syria (sanctions) (EU exit) (amendment) (No 2) Regulations 2024, debated in the Commons: HC Deb, 
9 September 2024, cc623-32 

368   The Syria (Sanctions) (EU Exit) (Amendment) Regulations 2025; HCWS612 [Syria sanctions], 30 April 
2025 

369   FCDO, UK bolsters support for Syrian people by amending Syria sanctions, 24 April 2025 and Lifting 
asset freezes on 24 entities, 6 March 2025; Office of Financial Sanctions Implementation, Financial 
sanctions, Syria, updated 25 April 2025 

370   HL Deb, 12 May 2025, c234GC 
371   Just Security, The UK is failing to recoup ill-gotten gains […], 1 April 2024 
372   PQ 24272 [Bashar al-Assad], 21 January 2025 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2025/507/contents/made
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsi-general-licence-int20255810196?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=e9613252-a326-4136-8544-6e373ac39974&utm_content=daily
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2024/833/made
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2024-09-09/debates/34586743-52FD-4D14-8727-C05B84C6298E/SanctionsSyria
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2025/507/contents/made
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-04-30/hcws612
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-bolsters-support-for-syrian-people-by-amending-syria-sanctions?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=c231a83f-05c8-4d87-be80-40b583be13db&utm_content=immediately
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/update-on-syria-lifting-asset-freezes-on-24-entities
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/update-on-syria-lifting-asset-freezes-on-24-entities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-syria
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-syria
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2025-05-12/debates/60D2B368-1E9F-4480-8F8E-5D9616D1131D/Syria(Sanctions)(EUExit)(Amendment)Regulations2025?utm_source=HOC+Library+-+Current+awareness+bulletins&utm_campaign=76afa2bc78-Current_Awareness_IADS_13_05_2025&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f325cdbfdc-76afa2bc78-103780026&mc_cid=76afa2bc78&mc_eid=ec2ad28b66#contribution-5AA826EA-4F79-4999-8595-33418327F32A
https://www.justsecurity.org/94080/uk-recoup-syrian-regime-assets/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-01-15/24272
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5.3 United Nations 

The UN Special Envoy for Syria, Geir Pedersen, said in January 2025 that there 
must be a Syrian-led and Syrian-owned transition.  

He “welcome[d] the many clear commitments and messages” from the HTS-
led interim authorities.373  

He also said the transition must be “credible, inclusive, transparent” and 
move beyond the “emergency conditions” of December 2024. 

Envoy Pedersen has stressed the need to lift sanctions to advance efforts 
towards rebuilding Syria. On 15 December he said he “hope[d] to see a quick 
end to sanctions” to support Syrian reconstruction.374  

The UN Independent Commission of Inquiry into Syria, established in 2011 to 
investigate all reported violations of human rights since then, remains in 
place. Its staff have visited Syria since the fall of Assad.375 

5.4 United States 

Statements: Biden administration  

The Biden administration confirmed in December 2024 that it was in direct 
contact with HTS and other parties in Syria.376 The then US Secretary of State, 
Antony Blinken, said that the transition process and new government in Syria 
must protect human rights and address terrorism: 

[it must] fully respect the rights of minorities, facilitate the flow of 
humanitarian assistance to all in need, prevent Syria from being used as a 
base for terrorism or posing a threat to its neighbours, and ensure that any 
chemical or biological weapons stockpiles are secured and safely destroyed. 377 

He said the US stood ready to recognise and support a Syrian government 
that is developed by the Syrian people without foreign interference:  

All nations should pledge to support an inclusive and transparent process and 
refrain from external interference. The United States will recognize and fully 
support a future Syria government that results from this process. We stand 
prepared to lend all appropriate support to all of Syria’s diverse communities 
and constituencies.378 

 

373   UN, In Syria, top UN envoy highlights international backing […], 22 January 2025 
374   UN, UN envoy calls for increased aid for Syria in Damascus visit, 15 December 2024 
375   UN Human Rights Council, Independent commission of inquiry into Syria  
376   US State Department, Secretary Antony Blinken at a press availability, 14 December 2024 
377   US State Department, The Syrian people will decide the future of Syria, 10 December 2024  
378   US State Department, The Syrian people will decide the future of Syria, 10 December 2024 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/01/1159296?utm_source=UN+News+-+Newsletter&utm_campaign=b4d46f2523-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2025_01_23_01_00&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fdbf1af606-b4d46f2523-108521025
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/12/1158201
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/iici-syria/independent-international-commission
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-a-press-availability-56/
https://www.state.gov/the-syrian-people-will-decide-the-future-of-syria/
https://www.state.gov/the-syrian-people-will-decide-the-future-of-syria/
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Statements: Trump administration  

During his confirmation hearing with the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations in January 2025, US Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the 
history of HTS “is not one that gives us comfort” but:  

That said, it is in the national interest of the United States, if possible, to have 
a Syria that's no longer a playground for ISIS, that respects religious minorities 
ranging from [Alawites] all the way to Christians, that protects the Kurds and 
at the same time is not a vehicle through which Iran can spread its terrorism to 
Hezbollah and destabilize Lebanon, not to mention what's happened in other 
parts.379 

He also said in May, before the lifting of US sanctions (see below), that there 
was a “historic opportunity” in the region if a stable Syria and Lebanon could 
be achieved. However, he also warned that it was the US assessment that the 
newly-declared authorities could be “weeks—not many months—away from 
potential collapse and a full-scale civil war […] the country splitting up” due 
to “deep level of distrust”. But he also said Syria had a clear national identity 
that could form a basis for unity. The Secretary also said that the authorities 
needed to help Syrians overseas to return and for sanctions to be lifted to 
allow neighbouring states to invest, to help rebuild the Syrian economy.380 

In May 2025, President Trump met with Al-Sharaa when visiting Saudi Arabia. 
President Trump raised four issues 1) Syria signing the Abraham Accords and 
recognising Israel 2) removing foreign terrorists from Syria 3) working with the 
US to prevent the resurgence of ISIS and 4) assume responsibility for ISIS 
detention facilities in north west Syria. The latter are currently maintained by 
the Kurdish-led SDF (see next section for more on Islamic State/Daesh).381  

President Trump said he would give the declared government “a chance at 
greatness” and Syria the opportunity to rebuild.382 

In the same month, the US reopened its ambassador’s residence in Syria, 
though not its embassy.383 The Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, said that it 
was solely security reasons why the embassy has not reopened. He said the 
security threat was not from the HTS-linked government.384 

US sanctions 
The US has had an extensive sanctions regime against Syria and has listed the 
country as a state supporter of terrorism since 1979. Being listed as a 

 

379   Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Nomination hearings, 15 January 2025, at 2 hours 58 
380   Senate Foreign Relations, Review of the FY2026 state department budget request, 20 May 2025, at 

39 minutes to 45 minutes  
381   White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt on Twitter/X, Today, President Trump, at the invitation 

of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman […], 14 May 2025 
382   White House, President Trump provides for the revocation of Syria sanctions, 30 June 2025 
383   Times of Israel, US reopens ambassador’s residence in Syria, 29 May 2025 
384    Senate Foreign Relations, Review of the FY2026 state department budget request, 20 May 2025, at 

39:00 
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supporter of terrorism bans US defence exports, imposes controls over the 
export of dual use items (goods that could have both civilian and military 
purposes), financial restrictions and limits certain US aid. 385 

US measures include the Caesar Sanctions, which were introduced in 2019.  
These were due to expire in December 2024. The 2024 National Defense 
Authorization Act (NDAA) amended the expiration date to December 2029.386 

Other sanctions target Syria’s oil and gas industry, the Central Bank, and 
individuals who have committed human rights abuses.387 Since 2004, the 
export of US goods other than food or medicine to Syria has also been 
prohibited.388 

On 6 January 2025 the Biden administration issued a licence to expand for six 
months existing exemptions from US sanctions to enable humanitarian 
assistance relating to essential services, energy, water and sanitation.389 

In May and June, the US announced it would remove many of its economic 
sanctions against Syria, to support stability in the country and “foster a new 
relationship” between the US and Syria. The administration said it would 
ensure the Syrian authorities continue to act on US priorities:  

taking concrete steps toward normalizing ties with Israel, addressing foreign 
terrorists, deporting Palestinian terrorists and banning Palestinian terrorist 
groups, helping the United States prevent a resurgence of ISIS, and assuming 
responsibility for ISIS detention centers in northeast Syria. 390 

The administration also announced it would review the potential for a full 
suspension of the Caesar Act (there is currently a temporary waiver for it, this 
will require congressional legislation) and review the status of Syria as a state 
sponsor of terrorism.391 In July, the US administration removed the Foreign 
Terrorist Organization designation from HTS.392 

Sanctions remaining in place include those against those associated with 
President Assad, individuals who have committed human rights violations or 
are involved in chemical weapons activity, Iran-backed groups, and Islamic 
State/Daesh.393 

 

385   US State Department, State sponsors of terrorism 
386   National Defence Authorization Act 2024, HR5009 section 5123 
387   US Office of Foreign Assets Control, Syria; Lawfare, Our man in Damascus?, 13 December 2024 
388   US State Department, Sanctions on Syria: message to Congress, May 2004 
389   US Treasury Department, US Treasury issues additional sanctions relief for Syrian people, 6 January 

2025 
390   US State Department, Ending the Syria sanctions program […], 30 June 2025; US Department of 

State, Caesar Act waiver certification, 23 May 2025; US Department of the Treasury, Treasury issues 
immediate sanctions relief for Syria, 23 May 2025; White House, President Trump provides for the 
revocation of Syria sanctions, 30 June 2025; Reuters, Syrian letter delivers response to US conditions 
for sanctions relief, 26 April 2025 
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392    US Department of State, Revoking of foreign terrorist organisation designation of HTS, 7 July 2025 
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5.5 European Union 

Statements and engagement 
In late 2024, German, Italian and French foreign ministers were among those 
who have visited HTS interim authorities in Syria, and President Macron met 
with Al-Sharaa in France in May 2025. The EU has also said it will reopen its 
diplomatic offices in the country.394 

In December, the EU’s High Commissioner for Foreign Affairs, Kaja Kallas, 
said that there was consensus on the future of Syria in the EU:  

These are the principles of territorial integrity; sovereignty; accountability. 
Also, inclusiveness of government – taking into account especially the 
minorities and women’s rights in this case. […] 

Extremism, Russia and Iran should have no place in Syria’s future.  […] 

we all said that we want to see no extremism, no radicalisation, and it going to 
the right direction. Right now, they are saying the right things, but [not] 
everybody is convinced that they do the right things […]395 

in June, EU leaders issued a further collective statement, in which they 
welcomed plans for an “inclusive transition” and called for the “swift 
formation” of an assembly and drafting of a permanent constitution. They 
also backed holding elections in three to five years: 

We also take positive note of the initial steps taken over the last months to lay 
the groundwork for a peaceful and inclusive transition, including the holding of 
a first National Dialogue Conference, the adoption of a Constitutional 
Declaration, and the appointment of a transitional government. The EU calls 
for these initial steps and commitments, as well as the key principles enshrined 
in the Constitutional Declaration, to be fully implemented and put into effect, 
for the National Dialogue to continue, for the swift formation of the People’s 
Assembly and the drafting of a permanent Constitution both responding to the 
aspirations of all Syrians, and for genuine elections to be held within three to 
five years as envisaged in line with international standards, allowing for the 
full political participation of all Syrians. The EU also calls on the transitional 
government to work towards the establishment of strong, independent judicial 
institutions.396 

The EU’s Syria sanctions 
The EU has applied a range of restrictions on trade in goods, services and 
technology for Syria and against certain individuals and organisations linked 
to Assad. The EU regime included: 

 

394   France 24, Macron asks Syria’s interim President al-Sharaa to protect all Syrians, 7 May 2025; Kaja 
Kallas on Twitter/X, We can’t leave a vacuum in Syria, 17 December 2024 

395   EU External Action Service, Foreign Affairs Council: Press remarks, 16 December 2024 
396   Council of the European Union, Council conclusions on Syria, 23 June 2025, para 2 
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• restrictions on weapons and technology used for internal repression or 
monitoring of communications 

• prohibitions on Syrian financial institutions, including engagement with 
EU banks 

• an import ban on oil and petroleum products and a ban on EU 
investment in the Syrian oil industry or electricity power plants.397 

On 27 January 2025, EU leaders reached a political agreement for a 
“roadmap” to ease Syrian sanctions. Kaja Kallas said the EU would lift 
sanctions that “are most hindering the early buildup of the country and to 
move from there” in a “step by step approach”.398 

EU leaders lifted most sanctions from February to May 2025. These included:  

• economic sanctions, starting with the transport and energy sectors  

• entities including the Industrial Bank, Popular Credit Bank, Saving Bank, 
Agricultural Cooperative Bank, Syrian Arab Airlines, and the Central 
Bank, from the organisations subject to a freeze on their funds 

• introducing exemptions on some aspects of banking relationships 
between Syrian financial institutions and those of EU member states 

• indefinitely extending the existing humanitarian exemption 

• allowing the export of luxury goods to Syria for personal use. 

The EU said it would keep these and potential measures under review. 
Sanctions based on security grounds, including arms and technology that 
might be used for internal repression, remain.399 In June, the EU announced 
new sanctions against individuals linked to the former Assad government and 
human rights abuses. These included individuals and groups linked to 
violence in Alawite areas in March 2025 (see above, section 2.2).400 
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6 Islamic State/Daesh 

Islamic State/Daesh has its origins in Al-Qaeda groups in Iraq in the 2000s. 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) was founded in 2013. It a designated 
terrorist group by the UN Security Council, UK, and many others. In the 2010s 
it launched an extensive campaign across Syria and Iraq. In 2023 the UK 
Government acknowledged the atrocities committed against the Yazidi 
people by Islamic State in Iraq in 2014 as an act of genocide. 

6.1 How strong is Islamic State? 

Since 2019 Islamic State/Daesh no longer holds territory in Syria or Iraq. 
However, it remains active and in June 2024 the US military said it considered 
the group is “attempting to reconstitute”. 401 HTS is not allied to Islamic State. 

The US and the Global Coalition to Defeat Islamic State is continuing to target 
the estimated 2,500 fighters that remain in Iraq and Syria.  

US Central Command said that from January to June 2024 Islamic State 
claimed to have conducted 153 attacks in Syria and Iraq. This was around 
double the number of claimed attacks in 2023. Around half of attacks in 2024 
have been focused on fuel convoys and mostly in the east of Syria.402 

Islamic State/Daesh attacks have continued since Assad’s fall, mostly 
targeting the SDF but also, from May, the newly declared government. The 
number of attacks is reported to be much lower than 2024. However, analysts 
warn that rather than the group being militarily degraded, it may be choosing 
to keep a low profile until any new divisions in Syria can be exploited.403  

The most recent UK action under Operation Shader, which is the campaign 
against Islamic State/Daesh, took place in July 2025.404 
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6.2 How many fighters and families are detained? 

Around 9,000 fighters remain in 20 detention facilities, managed by the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). There are also around 44,000 people linked 
to Islamic State, mostly women and children, in Al Hol and Roj camps.405 

Those in detention include British nationals. In 2024 the rights charity, 
Reprieve, estimated there were around 70 Britons in north-east Syria, 
including 40 children. In 2023 the Home Office had estimated 200 of the 800 
Britons who went to Syria remained unaccounted for.406 

The US has sought the repatriation of foreign nationals held in SDF camps, 
citing the risk of radicalisation by Islamic State or their release due to attacks 
by Islamic State fighters.407  

The UK has repatriated some individuals from Syria.408 In 2020 the 
government said it believed that those who fought or supported Islamic State, 
“should face justice and accountability through prosecution in the most 
appropriate jurisdiction: often in the region where the crimes took place”.409 It 
has supported the repatriation of some children as “innocent victims of 
war”.410 

In January 2025, President Trump’s incoming senior director for 
counterterrorism said that the UK should repatriate further Islamic State 
members from Syria. The UK’s independent reviewer of terrorism, Jonathan 
Hall, had also said in December that: 

the numbers are not so great that — at least in the case of women, and 
children, for whom special considerations ought to apply on humanitarian 
grounds — the UK’s well-regarded counter-terrorism system could not absorb 
the risk. 

The burden of monitoring could be tempered, in high-risk cases, by phased 
return. At the very least there should be a presumption of return.411 

In response to the US comments, Foreign Secretary David Lammy said that 
the government would “always put British security interests first and the 
safeguarding of our population”. The Prime Minister, Keir Starmer, said 
nationals would be dealt with on a “case by case basis”.412 

The US Lead Inspector General for Operation Inherent Resolve (the US Mission 
against Islamic State) notes that Islamic State “followers continu[e] to 
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indoctrinate and intimidate residents in the al-Hol and Roj displaced persons 
camps”.413 The report also cites the assessment of General Kurilla, the US 
Central Command Commander, who visited Al-Hol and Roj camps during the 
review period, who stated: 

The training [of the SDF] is key to keeping the residents safe, enabling access 
for aid organizations, and preventing the spread of extremism. Nonetheless, 
the longer that displaced persons remain in camps like Al Hol and Al Ro [Roj], 
the more susceptible they are to ISIS [Islamic State] ideology, making their 
reintegration into society more difficult. Alongside our partners, we continue to 
identify and detain ISIS facilitators operating in the camps.414 

Islamic State has also launched attacks on detention facilities holding its 
fighters. Its most recent, largest, attack was in January 2022 against a prison 
in Haskah, which lasted several days and in which several hundred guards, 
prisoners and Islamic State fighters were killed.415 

6.3 What is the position of US forces? 

The US has around 2,000 troops in Syria. Around 1,100 of these are on 
“temporary rotation”, meaning they remain in the theatre for 30 to 90 days. 
The remainder are considered “core assets” who deploy for 9 to 12 months. 
They are primarily based in northeastern Syria, alongside the Kurdish-led 
SDF.416 US troops have continued to conduct attacks against the group in 
November and December 2024.417  

The Biden administration said it would retain these troops in Syria “and will 
take measures necessary to prevent a resurgence of the Islamic State”.418 It 
planned to continue to work with the Syrian Democratic Forces.419 

In April 2025, the US Department of Defense announced that US forces would 
be “consolidated” in Syria to reflect the “significant steps” made against 
degrading Islamic State. This would result in American troop numbers being 
reduced to “less than a 1,000 in the coming months”.420 The US special envoy 
for Syria, Thomas Barrack, has said the number of US troop bases will be 
reduced from eight to one . The SDF has warned this may be too restrictive to 
contain the threat of Islamic State/Daesh.421 
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During his confirmation hearing before the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations in January 2025, Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that there 
would be “implications to abandoning partners” and it was “in the national 
interest” to ensure Islamic State does not recover in Syria.422 

The Trump administration has also paused most US foreign aid and 
assistance for 90 days from January 2025, pending reviews. Some exemptions 
have been introduced. Analysts have raised concerns that the pause may 
weaken the ability of the SDF to contain Islamic State and maintain detention 
facilities.423 

In January 2025 the Commander in Chief of the SDF, General Mazloum Abdi, 
said that the “key factor of stabilisation” in the region is the “US presence on 
the ground” and there would be a “resurgence” of “many factions, including 
Islamic State”, if they were to leave.424 

6.4 What is happening to the coalition to combat 
Islamic State? 

In September 2024 the United States and Iraq reached an agreement on plans 
to withdraw US-led “Global Coalition Against Daesh” forces from Iraq. 
Coalition forces are to leave the majority of Iraq by September 2025, and 
transition to a bilateral security partnership, which “supports Iraqi forces and 
maintains pressure” on Islamic State. Coalition forces presence will remain in 
Iraq to support the US and coalition action in Syria until September 2026.425 

The UK Government supported the agreement and said it would advance a 
new bilateral relationship with Iraq.426

 

In March 2024 US General Michael Kurilla had told the US Congress that there 
were risks to a “premature” departure from Syria and Iraq: 

We must also prevent a premature Coalition departure from Iraq and Syria. If 
Iran and Russia were to succeed in their goal of pushing us out before our 
partner forces can operate independently, it is my assessment that ISIS would 
reconstitute the ability to seize territory within two years. The Global 
Coalition’s sustained presence not only helps our partners in their fight against 
ISIS, it also prevents the reemergence of territorial control and ensures the 
group does not have a safe haven in Iraq or Syria to plan global attacks. The 
eventual transition to a traditional security cooperation framework must be 
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predicated on Partner Force Development and Security Sector Reform in Iraq, 
and continued repatriations, secure detention facilities, and a political 
pathway for the SDF in Syria.427
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