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In the Shadows of Gaza: The Unseen Escala�on in Syria and its Repercussions 

Dec. 8, 2023 

 

Due to the overwhelming interna�onal aten�on on the current war in Gaza, the significantly escalated 
violence in Syria has gone largely unno�ced. Yet, these dynamics require aten�on from the interna�onal 
community, both for the deteriora�ng humanitarian situa�on on the ground and the growing risk that 
minor miscalcula�ons could escalate into a full-blown regional war. 

Hamas’ Oct. 7 surprise atack was the deadliest day for Israel since its founding. The government of Israel 
(GoI) responded with full-scale bombing and an invasion of Gaza. These events led quickly to increased 
polariza�on and tensions in the Middle East.  Since then, the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) entered into a 
limited war with Lebanese Hezbollah in southern Lebanon and conducted airstrikes in Syria, U.S.-Iran 
confronta�ons increased with more than 40 Iran-supported atacks against U.S. bases in Northeast Syria 
as of mid-November, and the Houthis in Yemen declared war on Israel. This has raised fears of the 
conflict escala�ng beyond Israel and Pales�ne into a regional war as other Iranian-backed forces enter 
the fray. 

While Israel and Pales�ne have experienced some of the worst violence in over 70 years, this has 
coincided with an escala�on of violence in neighboring Syria. In fact, October recorded the worst 

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/tracking-anti-us-strikes-iraq-and-syria-during-gaza-crisis
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northern Iraq. On Oct. 4, Turkey claimed the atackers were trained in Syria in a thinly veiled reference to 
the Kurdish-led SDF. Turkey views the SDF as an extension of the PKK and considers the territory it 
controls in northeast Syria as a threat to its na�onal security. Mazloum Abdi, the commander-in-chief of 
the SDF, denied that the Ankara atack came from or traversed Syria.  

Regardless, Turkish airstrikes against SDF-controlled territories in northeast Syria increased. On Oct. 5, 
U.S. armed forces downed a Turkish drone, ci�ng concerns that the unmanned aircra� had ventured too 
close to their military base in Al-Hassakah Governorate. A NATO force, specifically the U.S., atacking 
another NATO member, like Turkey, would perhaps have elicited greater concern if it was not for the 
outbreak of violence in Israel and Pales�ne. 

The controversy around the SDF has been tricky for the U.S. to balance. The U.S. is closely aligned with 
the SDF as well as other NATO countries, including Turkey. The U.S. con�nues to have a military presence 
in SDF-controlled territory, with the rela�onship par�cularly focused on an�-ISIS opera�ons. Over the 
past few years, Russia and the U.S. had to apply diploma�c pressure to stop Turkish offensives in 
northeast Syria.  

Rising Israeli Airstrikes in Syria 

Since the outbreak of the Syrian conflict, Israel has regularly carried out airstrikes and intelligence 
opera�ons in Syria. Israeli airstrikes primarily focus on preven�ng arms transfers to Hezbollah in Lebanon 
as well as atacking assets close to the Iranian military. As Syria’s frontlines were frozen, Israeli airstrikes 
increased star�ng in 2021. In the past, Israel would inform its Russian counterparts of airstrikes to 
prevent any encounters or escala�on. But with new tensions a�er Russia hosted a Hamas delega�on, 
Israel has picked up the pace of airstrikes and stopped informing Russia of incoming Israeli airstrikes. 
Since Oct. 7, Israel has atacked the airports in Damascus and Aleppo mul�ple �mes, temporarily pu�ng 
them out of service. According to ACLED data, Israel carried out 25 military strikes in Syria in October 
2023. In contrast, Israel had conducted 25 military strikes total between July 1-Sept. 30.  

Conclusion 

Prior to the outbreak of the latest Israel-Hamas war, Syria was 


