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ABSTRACT

The Syrian National Army (SNA) has been heralded by
some as a point of unity for the armed opposition in
Syria, a counterbalance to the power of Hayat Tahrir
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Syria’s northwest, especially given some of their international ties. The armed opposition
is not a cohesive organization, and even the larger coalitions still struggle to stymie violent
infighting and internal feuds, things that can greatly impact programming and dynamics in
opposition-held  areas.  Additionally, this means that agreements or
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the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) project. Nodes in the visualization are sized
by the amount of intra-opposition combat in which the units recently have been involved.

Figure 2: Hostile interactions between Syrian opposition groups. Nodes sized by amount of direct actor-actor tensions

each actor was involved in February 2020 - November 2021. Edges are not weighted but represent recorded hostilities
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These hostile interactions have been on and off for the last two years in Syria’s northwest. For
reference, see Figure 3, which shows a major spike in internal conflict
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head of the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, claimed that the
U.S. sanctions were accepted and played an important role in helping to curb abuses.*°

The general weakness of the SNA command structure and
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The Status of the SNA

Attempts in the past to unify the various factions of the SNA yielded mixed results at best. Turkey’s
previous attempts at merging the various armed opposition groups occurred alongside its military
operations into Syria. The Carter Center’s May 2020 report found that the SNA factions were
divided into three legions, with the Idlib-based National Liberation Front (NLF) theoretically being
integrated into a future fourth legion. However, this did not stop the infighting, and, in practice,
the SNA remained divided among its various factions.

To consolidate a factionalized SNA, mergers were made throughout 2021 which saw most major
SNA groups operating under a single formation. The initial set of mergers involved smaller armed
groups within the SNA. However, the internal dynamics of the SNA would change with the creation
of the Azm Operations Room and the Syrian Liberation practice,
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Figure 4: The first set of SNA mergers in May-June 2021. Data from The Carter Center.

The largest set of mergers and breakups among the SNA occurred in the latter half of 2021. In July
2021, opposition units formed the “Unified Operations Room — Azm” (.)” “ ).
The Azm Operations Room, as it would come to be called, initially consisted of Sultan Murad and
the Levant Front. It then expanded to include Jaish al-Islam, Ahrar Al-Sharqiya, Jaish al-Sharqiya,
Hamza Division, Sultan Malek Shah, Suqur al-Shamal, and the Suleiman Shah Division (initial
formation of the Azm Operations Room detailed in Fig. 5 below).2® Commanders associated with
Azm argued that it was not an operations room similar to the rooms of the past (which served to
coordinate various factions), but rather a single command room meant to both administratively
and militarily integrate its member factions.?* To achieve this, Azm ordered all the affiliated
factions to resolve any outstanding judicial disputes.??
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Figure 5: The formation of the Azm Operations Room. Data from The Carter Center.

On 20 August 2021, five additional SNA factions announced their desire to join the Azm Operations
Room. This included the Liwa al-Salam, The Sham Legion — North Sector, the factions of the Second
Division (Elite Army and 113™ Brigade), Faylaq al-Majd, and Division 13 (see Fig. 6 below).??
However, Azm would soon find that its own internal dynamics were incredibly fragile.
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Figure 6: The composition of the Azm Operations Room of the Turkish-backed opposition’s Syrian National Army as of
20 August 2021. Data from The Carter Center.
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On 24 August 2021, the Hamza Division, Suquor al-Shamal, and Suleiman Shah Division withdrew
from Azm.?* The groups were reportedly unsatisfied with the integration process, arguing that
they were not receiving equitable representation within the operations room.? Other non-Azm
SNA factions, namely Al-Rahman Division, Al-Mutasim, and 20™ Division, offered to mediate the
dispute,?® but the mediation failed. Developments by the end of August 2021 are shown in Fig. 7
below:

Figure 7: The composition of the Azm Operations Room of the Turkish-backed opposition’s Syrian National Army as of
31 August 2021. Data from The Carter Center.

On 10 September 2021, a new SNA coalition was formed called the Syrian Liberation Front (
).%” The SLF saw the 20™" Division, Al-Mutasim Brigade, and three former Azm factions
coming together to form a new military bloc.?® The SLF’s objectives were similar to those of Azm
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Operations Room: They called for better integrating the various SNA factions with the hopes of
setting up a single command center.?® The SLF also experienced some initial expansion, with the
Idlib-based Special Forces Division joining the group on 28 September.3° These September changes
are shown in Fig. 8 the graphic below:

Figure 8: The composition of the Azm Operations Room and Syrian Liberation Front of the Turkish-backed
opposition’s Syrian National Army as of 1 October 2021. Data from The Carter Center.

In their official rhetoric, neither Azm nor the SLF takes a hostile stance toward the other. Rather,
both groups issue statements suggesting that any move toward integrating the SNA’s various
factions, including those taken by other command centers, would be a positive one.3! In practice,
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2021, clashes between the Elite Army of Azm and Suqour al-Shamal of the SLF over civilian
property seizures in Sheikh Rose and Abudan, Aleppo Governorate.3? Representatives from the
SLF and Azm eventually stepped in to help mediate the conflict, but this was hardly a new
phenomenon regarding infighting in Turkish-held territory.

Despite losing some of its members, Azm began to consolidate its groups. On 1 October, Azm
formed a new subgroup called the Revolutionaries Movement ( ).23 This subgroup would be
led by Sultan Murad commanders, and included the Levant Revolutionaries, First Division,
Muntasir Billah, and the Sham Legion — North Sector as its members. This was followed by the
creation of an additional subgroup called the Third Legion ( ) on 18 October 2021.3* The
Third Legion consisted of six additional Azm factions: Faylag al-Majid, Sultan Malek Shah Brigades,
Jaish al-Islam, Liwa 51, Levant Front, and Liwa Salam.

In the same month, the SLF saw additional defections from its ranks. On 15 October, Sugour al-
Shamal and the 20t Division both left the SLF. Ironically, Suqour al-Shamal instead decided to
return to the Azm Operations Room.%®
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Figure 9: The composition of the Azm Operations Room and Syrian Liberation Front of the Turkish-backed
opposition’s Syrian National Army as of 15 November 2021. Data from The Carter Center.

On 23 January 2022, a new merger was announced in which the Syrian Front for Liberation would
merge with the Revolutionaries subgroup, forming the Thareoun Front for Liberation (
).37 Ostensibly, this new alliance would fall within the Azm
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Figure 10
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grievances remains to be seen. But if history is any indication, a similar pattern of mergers and
infighting will continue.
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Figure 11: The composition of the Azm Operations Room of the Turkish-backed opposition’s Syrian National Army as
of 1 March 2022. Data from The Carter Center.

However, Azm intends to impose strict sanctions on factions and commanders for infighting or
harming the stability of its coalition. Prior to rejoining Azm, Abu Amsha had to agree that his
Suleiman Shah Division would cooperate with any investigation regarding alleged violations by the
group.*®® As a result of these investigations, Abu Amsha was forced to dismiss two of his brothers
from the faction.** However, as the investigation progressed, Abu Amsha became the subject of
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investigations himself. This led to his denouncing the proceedings and attempting to mobilize his
supporters in Sheikh Hadid.*> On 16 February 2022, the committee investigating Abu Amsha called
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evaluation of the impact of the Syrian conflict in other countries. The SNA turned into not just a
Syrian proxy for Turkey but also a mercenary corps that could be deployed overseas.

A thorough investigation by Syrians for Truth and Justice detailed how Turkey
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