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various groups. 

These parts of the southern Idleb enclave had remained an exception from the HTS-dominated 

northwest after the group’s takeover of large parts of Idleb and western Aleppo Governorates in early 

2019.2 Groups in this area ranged from the Turkish-backed National Liberation Front (NLF), a 

conglomeration of divergent groups including former Free Syrian Army groups, Ahrar al Sham and 

former HTS aligned groups such as Nour al Din al Zinki, to at least three US designated terrorist 

organizations; Jabhat al Nusra (part of HTS), Hurras al Din, and ISIS. 

This report provides an overview of 

the internal conflict dynamics of the 

various groups present in the Idleb 

area using data collected by The 

Carter Center’s Syria Project and 

publicly available data from the 

Armed Conflict Location and Event 

Data (ACLED)3 through August 

2019. While the Carter Center has 

been tracking conflict activity in 

Syria since 2012, the information 

collected does not represent the 

totality of conflict events and 

related activity. This is due to the 

restrictive reporting environment 

and the limitations of data 

collection during an ongoing war. 

Therefore, figures presented in this 

report should be viewed as a 

minimum representation rather 

than an exact depiction of events.4 

                                                           
2 For example, Khan Shieikhun was heavily dominated by Jaish al Izza, while Ahrar ash Sham, previously held 
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2 | FREQUENCY OF ATTACKS  
 

Since September 2018, 692 conflict incidents have been recorded between armed opposition groups 

within the Idleb enclave (Figure 2). There has been a general trend of declining conflict activity 

between the armed opposition groups, with the exception of January when HTS expanded its 

dominance in the northwest through a mixture of military means and negotiated deals. 

 

The frequency of intra-

opposition conflict 

dropped following the 

start of the GoS offensive 

against the enclave in May 

2019 (from 60 to 17 

events). Levels of conflict 

have remained somewhat 

consistent since then, 

suggesting tensions 

between groups remain 

despite the existential 

threat from the GoS. An 

average of 20 violent 

events per month have 

been recorded since May, 

in contrast to the last four 

months of 2018, when an average of 81 intra-opposition conflicts occurred per month. 

 

3 | GEOGRAPHICAL SPREAD OF CONFLICT  
 

When examining the long-term trends of internal conflict activity in the HTS-dominated Idleb 

enclave, 18 locations have witnessed consistent violence in 
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The last four months in this study were marked with a significant reduction in intra-opposition 

conflict in the southwest, 



https://www.acleddata.com/


https://www.acleddata.com/


https://www.bbc.com/news/world-45401474
https://twitter.com/AbuJamajem/status/1081942545977012225
/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict/isis-review-2016-2019.pdf


/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict/0_weekly_conflict_summary_24to30june2019_final.pdf
/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict/weekly_conflict_summary_12to18august2019.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/sitrep_10_230819_final.pdf


 

 

APPENDIX 1 | ARMED GROUPS IN NORTHWEST SYRIA  
 

In this appendix we provide brief profiles of non-state armed groups operating in the northwest as 
recorded in data curated by The Carter Center during the 12 months ending in August 2019. 
Connections between the groups have also been highlighted, and while not exhaustive, the following 
pages aim to shed light on the complexity of armed group formations in the northwest. Due to the 
difficulties in monitoring sudden changes in armed group relations, the figures should be taken as a 
representation rather than an exact depiction. 

 

HAYYAT TAHRIR ASH SHAM (HTS) 

HTS was formed in January 2017 by Jabhat Fatah ash Sham (JFS), Jaish al Sunna, Liwa al Haqq, and 
parts of Ansar al Din and Nour al Din al Zinki. JFS was a long-time affiliate of al-Qaeda (under its 
previous name Jabhat al Nusra) until late 2016 when the group announced that it was no longer 
affiliated with al-Qaeda. HTS members who were still loyal to Al Qaeda’s ideology left HTS to form 
Hurras al Din in early 2018. Nour al Din al Zinki also left HTS and allied itself with the Turkish-backed 
National Liberation Front (NLF) in July 2018 due to tensions with Ansar al Din and disagreements 
over the strategic and ideological direction of HTS.  

https://twitter.com/charles_lister/status/1145737085602738177?lang=en




 

 

 Al Imam Brigade  Al Majd Brigade 
 Lions of Islam Brigade  Usud al Harb Brigade 

 

NATIONAL LIBERATION FRONT (NLF) 

The Turkish-backed National Liberation Front (NLF) was established in the spring of 2018 by 11 
opposition armed groups. It is led by Faylaq al Sham (Al Sham Corps). It includes former HTS-aligned 
groups, such as Nour al Din al Zinki (a founding member of HTS), which left HTS in mid-2017 due to 
disagreements with other groups (Figure B).  
 
The HTS takeover of Idleb in January 2019 diminished NLF’s dominance in the area. 



 

 

ͻ Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama'a 

ͻ Ahrar Ewijel 

ͻ Ahrar Kafr Basin 

ͻ al-Murabitoun 

ͻ al-Qassam 

ͻ al-Tawheed 

ͻ al-Wathiq Billah 

ͻ 



 

 

AL QAEDA ALIGNED GROUPS 

Hurras al Din was established in February 2018 by former members of HTS, especially 
former members of Jabhat al Nusra, who remained loyal to al-Qaeda after HTS cut its ties 
with the latter in 2016. Hurras al Din is considered to be Al Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. 

In late 2018 the group established the 'Wa Harredh al Moa'mineen' Operations Room 
(Rouse/Incite the Believers Operations Room) made up of members from Ansar al Tawhid, 
Ansar al Din, and Ansar al Islam to resist attacks against it (Figure D). 

 

 

Figure D. Al Qaeda-Aligned groups active in northwest Syria in 2018/2019. 

 

INDEPENDENT GROUPS 

Two independent groups have been active in 2018/2019; Jaish al Izza and the Turkistan 
Islamic Party (TIP). 

Jaish al-Izza was established in 2013 and largely operated in northern Hama Governorate 
under the Free Syrian Army (FSA), a faction of former or defected Syrian military personnel. 
However, by 2014, Jaish al Izza had identified itself as an independent entity, no longer 
aligned with any other entity. However, Jaish al Izza has fought alongside or coordinated 
with a diverse number of groups over the years in the northwest, including the National 
Liberation Front (NLF)-aligned groups, HTS as well as the Al Qaeda-

https://smartnews-agency.com/ar/wires/252161/
https://web.archive.org/web/20181122143938/https:/jamestown.org/program/an-overview-of-chinese-fighters-and-anti-chinese-militant-groups-in-syria-and-iraq/
https://web.archive.org/web/20181122143938/https:/jamestown.org/program/an-overview-of-chinese-fighters-and-anti-chinese-militant-groups-in-syria-and-iraq/
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/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict-resolution.html
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