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Figure 2: Breakdown of territorial holdings by party as of 3
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Moscow to “clear” the SDF’s presence in Syria,> indicates that Turkey and Syria could become
closer allies as Erdogan pushes for a strengthened foreign relations agenda as part of his
reelection campaign. The Iranian presence in Syria is also projected to increase. Russia, who
has previously been unresponsive to Iranian-Israeli tensions, has also sought a closer ally in
Iran as the conflict in Ukraine continues, with Iran sending drones and weapons to Russia to
assist in their Ukraine operation.b Russia plays a vital role in mediating between the various
inte 792Ds095000398t53e1s
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SDF-Turkey Clashes

Figure 3: Conflict between Turkish armed forces and its allies against the SDF in northern Syria
from October through December 2022. The largest bubble represents 34 conflict events. Data
from The Carter Center and ACLED.

ACLED and The Carter Center recorded 523 conflict events this quarter between various
Kurdish armed groups and Turkish Armed Forces or Turkish-backed opposition groups. This
is a 94% increase compared to the last quarter.18 This occurred in conjunction with the
increase in hostile rhetoric from Ankara and a growing number of airstrikes in the region,
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SDF positions have intensified.22 A fear among SDF officials still lingers of an anticipated
Turkish ground invasion.23 SDF officials highlight the disastrous impact of such an invasion
on the diversion of resources to contain ISIS, such as guarding prisons, housing thousands of
detainees, or targeting ISIS sleeper cells.24 While there has been no Turkish ground invasion
yet, Turkey has stepped up its airstrikes in the region. On 20 November 2022, the Turkish
Air Force launched” Operation Claw Sword”, into northern Syria, as a retaliation for the
Istanbul bombings, which they blamed on the PKK and its Syrian affiliate the YPG. The
airstrikes have destroyed vital infrastructure and disrupted everyday life and security; a
destabilizing factor in the region that might help revitalize ISIS.25

Conflict Between the Government of Syria and the Armed Opposition

THE
CARTER CENTER

22 commander of Syrian Kurds calls on Biden to prevent Turkish invasion (Politico)
23 U.S.-backed force in Syria wants 'stronger’ U.S. warning for Turkey (Reuters)

24 Syria Kurds halt joint ops with U.S.-led coalition after Turkish raids (Reuters)

2 Turkey’s operation against Kurds in Syria risks reviving IS group (France24)
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Figure 4: Conflict between GoS armed forces and armed opposition groups in northwest Syria
from October through December 2022. The largest bubble represents 44 conflict events. Data
from The Carter Center and ACLED.

Violent incidents decreased this quarter, notably in the form of shelling and clashes between
the GoS armed forces and their allies against armed opposition groups. In the fourth quarter
of 2022, ACLED recorded 1,135 conflict events between these actors. This is a decrease (-
19.62%) from the 1,412 conflicts recorded in Q3. However, the number of aerial
bombardments almost doubled from its Q3 levels. This can be partly explained by Russia
being more active in Syria militarily than in Q3, with Russian airstrikes increasing from 9 in
Q3 to 18 in Q4. Importantly, there was an increase in the number of armed clashes between
armed opposition groups against the GoS and its Russian and Iranian allies in December,
with the month accounting for 54 of the total 94 clashes reported during the quarter.
Notably, HTS and its allies carried out more “inghimasi” attacks, or limited suicide raids by
its specialized units, against GoS armed forces.26 The increase in this use of tactics coincides
with both criticism of HTS for attacking other opposition groups (see below) as well as
indicating that it remains willing to attack the GoS.2”

In September 2022, the chair of the United Nations Independent International Commission
of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic warned that Syria may yet again return to “larger-
scale fighting”28. Fortunately, this has not been the case with the general Q3-Q4 decline in
conflict events between GoS armed forces and their allies against armed opposition groups.
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controlled areas of northeastern Syria in response to the November 2022 Istanbul
bombing3!
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military conscription in exchange for turning over their heavy weapons. As a result,
thousands of fighters formerly associated with the armed opposition were allowed to remain
active, albeit theoretically accepting GoS rule over the governorate. However, tensions
between the former opposition and the GoS armed forces persist, leading to a wide range of
assassinations by unidentified actors. Although the perpetrators are unknown, GoS officials
and the former opposition representatives blame each other for the attacks. During the
reporting period, there was a decrease in reported events of unidentified attackers targeting
former opposition fighters and GoS soldiers in southern Syria in reported 94 incidents. 71 of
these attacks took place in Dara’a Governorate. In the past, this has led to prolonged violence
and sieges of cities by GoS armed forces, particularly in Dara’a Governorate.

At the end of August, GoS armed forces besieged the town of Jasim in Dara’a Governorate on
the pretext of wanting to eliminate ISIS cells in the area. This led to some clashes between
local armed groups and the GoS. At the end of September, the situation remained unresolved.
As GoS pressure mounted and an offensive seemed imminent, local officials in Jasim agreed
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Figure 6: Incidents involving ISIS between October-December 2022. The largest bubble
represents 14 conflict events. Data from The Carter Center and ACLED.
During the fourth quarter of 2022, there was an increase in overall conflict events involving
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the number of overall casualties inflicted by ISIS are persistent, suggesting that their
capability remains and they are choosing their attacks more carefully.

A significant anti-1SIS operation was carried out in Dara’a Governorate as the 8t Brigade,
Central Committee, and other local Dara’a groups fought against ISIS cells present in the city.
The anti-1SIS operations occurred throughout October and November, resulting in major
clashes across the governorate. In particular, two former opposition leaders were accused of
sheltering ISIS and carrying out attacks on their behalf, a charge they deny.4° Perhaps most
surprising was the 30 November announcement by ISIS that said its leader, Abu al-Hassan
al-Hashimi al-Qurayshi, was killed. The U.S. Central Command later confirmed that he was
killed in Dara’a Governorate in mid-October, most likely in Jasim City.5 This announcement
suggests that even the local groups responsible for killing the ISIS leader were unsure of his
true identity, speaking to how well ISIS hid the true extent of its leadership in Dara'a
Governorate.5!

While ISIS has suffered a serious loss, these events have shown that it continues to endure
and has started to play a bigger role in places such as southern Syria. Although these anti-
ISIS operations do help stem the group’s capabilities, concerted and coordinated action is
needed to eliminate the group militarily, and a political solution is needed to provide stability
in territories formerly controlled by ISIS. Short of radical solutions, ISIS will take advantage
of the instability and complex antagonistic politics between the actors to assert itself.

Unexploded Ordnance in Syria

49 [SIS is back in the open in southern Syria (Middle East Institute)
%0 |SIS leader’s death raises intriguing questions (Middle East Institute)
51 SIS leader’s death raises intriguing questions (Middle East Institute)
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Figure 7: Detonations of old landmines and unexploded ordnance in Syria between October-
December 2022. Data from The Carter Center and ACLED.

Unexploded ordnance (UXO) remains an important issue in Syria. The impact of UXO and
leftover landmines continues to impact the day-to-day lives of civilians. This quarter, there
were 48 reported incidents of civilians or others killed by old landmines and other UXO.
Children especially have been vulnerable to UXOs and landmines. Throughout the year, the
Syrian Civil Defense documented at least 32 incidents of UXO and old landmines injuring or
Killing civilians in northwest Syria alone52 Some cities, particularly those formerly
controlled by ISIS, still face significant contamination due to the high number of explosives
used and
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There were several dangerous escalations in the final quarter of 2022. HTS took advantage
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