Middle East Institute @ New Delhi

COMMENTARY

No. 63 Thursday, 2 August 2012

Is the Syrian Regime’s Fall Imminent—Again?
Yezid Sayigh

Carnegie Middle East Center, Beirut

ince the beginning of July, the Syrian regime has suffered a series of blows underlining its

steady loss of territorial and institutional control. First came the defection of Brigadier-

General Manaf Tlas, a Republican Guard brigade commander and close associate of
President Bashar al-Assad. This was soon followed by Nawaf Fares, Syria’s ambassador to Iraq
and the first senior diplomat to join the ranks of the opposition. Then came what appeared to be a
coordinated country-wide offensive by opposition rebels in Damascus and Aleppo—Syria’s
capital and second largest cities, respectively—and their capture of several border crossings with
neighbouring Turkey and Iraq. Last came the dramatic bombing that killed several members of
the regime’s “crisis management cell,” key figures of its inner security circle.

This sequence of events has prompted a rush to revise predictions of when the regime will fall;
while previous estimates claimed it was a matter of months, it is now apparently mere weeks
away. This is premature. Certainly, the regime is suffering a rate of political, economic, and
military attrition that it cannot sustain indefinitely. But the repeated demonstrations of its
continued ability to ratchet up its military response to new challenges suggests that it has not yet
exhausted its reserves, and that the potential for further escalation of the level of violence is high.

Not only is the regime’s collapse less than imminent, but the far more likely outcome of the
growing challenge to its grip on power is the emergence of the first serious opportunity for a
negotiated settlement since the start of the crisis over a year ago. There is evidence that core
members of the regime are coming to the conclusion that the regime’s “security solution” is a
dead-end strategy, and are consequently beginning to look for alternative paths. Russia may have
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come to the same conclusion. Top-ranking state officials have taken of late to speaking
dismissively of President Bashar al-Assad in private to Arab counterparts. Public statements by
Russian diplomats that al-Assad may step down as part of a transitional agreement— furiously
denied by the Syrian authorities—are clearly intended to pressure the regime into being more
accommodating.

That there is a serious international realignment in favour of a compromise is strongly suggested
by the conflicting reactions of the Syrian National Council, which until very recently rejected
any deal with the regime. On July 24, George Sabra, a member of the council’s executive
committee, said that it would “agree to the departure of Assad and the transfer of his powers to a
regime figure, who would lead a transitional period like what happened in Yemen.” The
council’s chairman, Abdul-Baset Sida, and foreign relations bureau head Bassma Kodmani
quickly denied that the council would join a unity government, let alone one headed by a regime
figure. But clearly this is an issue now facing the opposition—as a result, in large part, of the
ground it has gained inside Syria during the past two months.

Of course, it is entirely possible that a deal will not be reached. The Assad family and their
closest associates are reported to be completely unwilling to acknowledge just how far the
balance has shifted against them, or to abandon the military solution in favour of a negotiated
transition. After all, while the opposition claims to control 30 to 60 percent of the country, the
regime has not yet relinquished any area permanently. With a few exceptions such as al-Rastan,
the rebels remain unable to hold any location in which to train, rearm, or assemble for major
combat operations without suffering encirclement and assault. Meanwhile, the regime’s hold on
the core of the army has not been decisively broken, despite the daily defections and mounting
casualties it continues to suffer.

Even if a deal is in fact reached, it is likely to collapse quickly. The regime and opposition will
fight on, but a sudden and dramatic swing in the balance remains improbable. Since there is no
prospect of external military intervention (despite continuing calls for the establishment of safe
areas and no-fly zones), only the defection of an entire army brigade could trigger a chain
reaction precipitating regime collapse sooner than expected. Otherwise, it is far more likely that
we will see further attempts by domestic and external actors to capitalize on the mounting signs
of regime weakness to cobble together new deals and engineer pauses in the armed conflict.
Whether these attempts are successful or not, the whole messy sequence will take at least until
the end of 2012 to unfold.

Note: This article was originally published in Arabic in Al Hayat and in English in Carnegie
Middle East Center, Beirut. Web Link:
http://www.carnegie-mec.org/publications/?fa=48982 &lang=en
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