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or five years now, after the first Syrian and Iraqi
cities fell under full control of the Islamic State,
the term “Syraq” has been used to define the
geopolitical area straddling the border between Syria
and Iraq. In this area, local dynamics and historical
tribal links between the two countries had allowed
ISIS militiamen to nullify the Syrian-Iraqi border and
establish the Caliphate’s transnational control over
an area, which, since then, has been hard to consider
as belonging to two separate countries. Today, as
the Islamic State has been territorially defeated
and both Damascus and Baghdad, to a different
extent, are initiating a slow process of recovery,
why is it still unavoidable to look at Iraq and Syria as
interconnected? What security nexus still links them?
What are the premises for reconstruction in both
countries? In light of the announced US withdrawal
from Syria and its renewed engagement in Iraq,
how will international and regional players position
themselves on the “Syraqi” chessboard? How will they
project their strategic interests in this area?

THE "SYRAQI" CHESSBOARD:
WHO LEADS THE PLAY?
1. SYRAQ: WHAT IS IT?
IBRAHIM AL-MARASHI (CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SAN MARCOS)

2. SYRAQ: INTO THE LOST BORDER
FEDERICO BORSARI (ISPI)

3. RECONSTRUCTING IRAQ:
WHERE DO WE STAND?
DLAWER ALA’ALDEEN (THE MIDDLE EAST RESEARCH INSTITUTE)

4. RECONSTRUCTING SYRIA:
ASSAD'S GOALS AND INTERESTS
EUGENIO DACREMA (ISPI AND TRENTO UNIVERSITY)

5. THE FUTURE OF TERRORISM:
THE "SYRAQI" SECURITY NEXUS
FRANCESCO MARONE (ISPI)
MARCO OLIMPIO (ISPI)

6. A WELCOME DELAY:
THE US WITHDRAWAL FROM SYRIA
RANJ ALAALDIN (BROOKINGS DOHA CENTER)

7. RUSSIA: THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE
IS YET TO COME
CHIARA LOVOTTI (ISPI AND BOLOGNA UNIVERSITY)

8. TURKEY: THE KURDISH FACTOR
AND THE IMPERATIVE OF SECURITY
VALERIA TALBOT (ISPI)

9. IRAN: BE CAREFUL
WHAT YOU WISH FOR
ANNALISA PERTEGHELLA (ISPI

10. RUSSIA AND CHINA: FORCED
COHABITATION OVER SYRAQ ENERGY?
FRANCESCO SASSI (UNIVERSITY OF PISA, NATIONAL UNIVERSITY
SINGAPORE)

OF

COMMENTARY
8 March 2019
ITALIAN INSTITUTE
FOR INTERNATIONAL
POLITICAL STUDIES

SYRAQ: WHAT IS IT?
Ibrahim Al-Marashi
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY

I

n the summer of 2013, most commentaries on the
Syrian civil war’s effect on Iraq’s Sunni population argued that the rise of Syria’s Sunnis against the government in Damascus had emboldened their co-religionists
across the border, providing a morale boost to the Iraqi
community that feels marginalized by a Shia-dominated Iraqi state, closely allied to Shia Iran. However, what
was neglected in these assessments was the “cause and
effect” relationship between the Syrian civil war and the
deteriorating security situation in Iraq. An independent
variable was being ignored, namely the role of geography
in explaining how the Syrian civil war had a bearing on the
deteriorating security situation in Iraq.
Between April and mid-June 2013, approximately 2,000
people had died in Iraq, the worse level of violence since
the sectarian civil war from 2006 to 2008, yet Iraq’s spiral
of violence had gone relatively unnoticed in media and
policy-making circles, primarily focused on the confli t
in Syria. What was needed at that time was the ability to
reimagine the geography between Syria and Iraq, which
I argued for in a paperIraq’s Security Outlook for 2013 for the Italian
Institute for International Political Studies in the summer
of 2013, exactly a year before the ISIS invasion of Mosul
and close to a third of central Iraq.
I described this area as “Syraq”, a zone of tensions that
straddles both sides of the Syrian-Iraqi border. Syraq essentially corresponds to a landmass historically referred to
as the al-Jazirah, a quasi-island surrounded by two rivers,
the upper Euphrates and Tigris, which fan out in separate
directions north of Baghdad. This geographic area in both
Iraq and Syria had been home to a predominantly Arab
Sunni population, albeit shared with other communities,
such as Christians of various denominations, Yezidis, and

Ibrahim AL-Marashi, Assistant Professor, Department of History, California
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Kurds. Confli ts on both sides of the border as of 2013 created
a security situation analogous to what Washington insiders refer to as “Afpak,” a neologism that acknowledges how instability in Afghanistan and Pakistan are intricately linked, and which
was created by DC insiders to link Afghani and Pakistani affairs
in a joint American foreign policy. A similar approach was needed back in 2013 when dealing with the Syrian and Iraq crises.
The Afpak problem is a legacy of Anglo-Russian colonial policy
during the “Great Game,” dividing the ethnic Pashtun tribes
along the Durand line, a border that refle ted imperial compromise without taking into account how it divided tribal communities. More than a century later, these various tribes began
joining the ranks of the Afghan Taliban and Pakistani Taliban,
with both factions benefitting f om cross-border relations.
The Iraqi-Syrian border was formed in the same manner, out
of British-French collusion after World War One, dividing Sunni
Arab tribes as well as the historic trading links between the
cities of Mosul (in today’s Iraq) and Aleppo (in today’s Syria).
In the thirties clandestine cells began to form of young Iraqi
officers who came from modest, Sunni Arab middle-income
families from the northern Arab provinces in the vicinity of
Mosul, a region that suffered economically after the creation
of Syria. With the imposition of customs barriers and changes
in currencies, the new border between Iraq and Syria curtailed
the historic trade between cities such as Mosul and Aleppo.
The primarily Sunni Arab officers would begin to advocate
pan-Arabism, a movement that would rectify the arbitrary
boundaries dividing the Arab nation and unite the Fertile Crescent from Iraq to Palestine. It was these officers who led Iraq
on the road to numerous military coups, creating the opportunity for Saddam Hussein to rise to Iraq’s presidency in 1979.
The al-Jazirah side in Iraq includes the restive Iraqi province of
al-Anbar, the site of Falluja, which witnessed pitched battles
between Iraqi insurgents and US forces in 2004. In the same
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province, Sunni Arab Iraqis began protesting in December
2012 after the arrest of several bodyguards of a prominent
Sunni Arab politician, igniting long repressed discontent
over what they perceive as systematic discrimination by Baghdad. On April 23, 2013, 44 people were killed in clashes
between security forces and Sunni Arab protestors in the
town of Hawija, creating greater indignation among the
Sunni Arabs of Iraq, swelling the ranks of the disaffected,
and raising a call for a return to arms similar to the days of
the Iraqi insurgency.
The unrest in the Anbar province, as well as in the Ninawa
province where Mosul is located, had made it difficult or
Iraqi forces to police these areas, and thus had created a
space that permitted the resurgence of the Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), as well as a support area for Syrian
rebels. The tribal links straddling the Iraq-Syria border were
just as significa t as the tribal links straddling the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. As in any uprising, insurgents required the support of the local populace to operation from
within their areas. ISIS needed the Iraqi tribes’ consent to
operate from their areas, and would not have been able to
reignite the violence in 2013 without local Iraqi support. A
network of ISIS cells or their sympathizers were most likely
in Mosul prior to its fall. Beforehand, the citizens of Mosul,
disaffected with the sweeping arrests and intimidation of
Iraq’s security forces, either supported or acquiesced to
the presence of ISIS cells. Those in Mosul who stayed either
actively gave support to ISIS’s entry, passively resigned
themselves to its presence, or fled o the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) or other parts of Iraq.
What later became the Islamic State basically corresponded to the geography of al-Jazirah. Its capital, Raqqa,
was located in the Syrian part of the Euphrates, and their
first major oothold in an Iraqi urban center was Fallujah,
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another Euphrates town, which had capitulated to ISIS control
in January 2014. The offensive into Mosul on 9 June 2014 was
followed by a rapid series of attacks into Iraq, as ISIS – since this
moment onwards the Islamic State (IS) – seized several towns
and cities, including Tikrit, securing two major urban centers
on the Tigris flank of the al Jazirah region. The Islamic State’s
borders had been essentially determined first y the location
of the two rivers north of Baghdad, and second, by its ability to
rule predominantly Sunni co-religionists within al-Jazirah. Any
groups deemed heterodox by IS within its borders, such as Yezidis, Christians, and the Shi’a in this area, would eventually be
forcibly expelled or eliminated to create a religiously homogenous populace. The Kurds on the Syrian side of this territory in
al-Jazirah, even though primarily Sunnis themselves, were loyal
to their secular ethno-nationalist organizations, and would
represent a tenacious challenge to IS’ control over this region.
At its peak, IS controlled al-Jazirah, but today it operates in
rural hideouts in the same area, like it did during its low point

in 2010. IS has contracted and reverted back to terrorist
attacks and guerrilla-style hit-and-run attacks, and ironically, in this weakened state today, it will be harder to defeat
it. Defeating a terrorist group that is on the run and uses
guerrilla tactics is more difficult than des oying IS when it
fielded a standing a my that tried to actually hold ground
and cities in the al-Jazirah.
The Islamic State was able to resurrect itself in 2010, and the
fear is that it could do it again. Although IS is still in existence and can regroup within Syraq, it does not necessarily
mean that history will repeat itself. This overview of the relationship between geography and the rise of IS highlights
how paramount it is to appreciate the connected threads,
tribal, societal, and historical, between Syria and Iraq. In
terms of future policy, the rise of IS should have underlined
the importance of paying attention to this region and the
reconstruction and development of Syraq to prevent IS’
re-emergence.

I. AL-MARASHI, Iraq’s Security Outlook for 2013, Analysis No. 197, September 2013, ISPI.
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SYRAQ: INTO THE
LOST BORDER
Federico Borsari
ISPI

O

n January 24, the Syrian-Kurdish forces backed
by the US anti-Islamic State (IS) coalition barely repelled a counter-attack1 carried out by IS
militants in the Syrian village of Baghuz Fawqani, on the
eastern bank of the Euphrates where the river crosses the
Syrian-Iraqi border. The area, which includes most of the
low Euphrates Valley, is part of a broader region that has
come to be known as “Syraq”, mainly characterized by vast
and uncontrolled desert territories. In Syria, these territories encompass the eastern provinces of Deir el-Zor and
Hasaka, and extend to part of Raqqa and Homs; in Iraq,
they include the Anbar and Nineveh governorates, as well
as parts of Salah al-Din, Kirkuk and Diyala. Since 2012, as
the Syrian civil war was entering one of its most violent
phases and Iraq was going through a worsening socio-political crisis, this area has seen a progressive erosion of both
states’ authority and control. At the same time, the constant smuggling of military equipment and fig ters in both
directions revealed the strategic depth of this area for Sunni opposition groups fig ting against the Syrian regime of
Bashar al-Assad and for Islamic State fig ters – then Islamic
State in Iraq (ISI) – opposing the Iraqi government. The
clearest example of this situation was the destruction2 of

the Syrian-Iraqi border by the Islamic State in 2014, which,
with its highly symbolic impact, aimed at invalidating the
system stipulated by the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916, in
the name of a broader state entity, (the Islamic State), to be
exclusively based on Sunni Islam and open to all Muslims.

AT THE ROOTS OF “SYRAQ”
The roots of Syraq’s transnational dimension predate the
artificial bounda ies arbitrarily imposed by European
powers’ after the First World War. A thriving commercial
exchange between urban centers such as Mosul, the se-

Federico Borsari is Research Trainee for the MENA Centre at ISPI.
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cond-largest Iraqi city, and Aleppo, in North-western Syria,
or between the string of villages along the Euphrates river
valley, already existed and represented an essential source
of livelihood since the period of ancient Mesopotamic
Civilizations. Similarly, more recent cities such as Ramadi
and Fallujah, developed under Ottoman rule and located
westwards in the so called “Sunni triangle” (see the map
below), functioned3 as last stops before traversing the central desert, the Sham, later becoming commercial hubs on
the route linking Baghdad and Abu-Kamal in today Syria,
or the Iraqi capital and the Trebil crossing with Jordan.
By promoting social and cultural exchanges, these trade
relations fostered the emergence of enlarged communities
based on tribal and family ties which spread all over the
area between the upper stream of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, often referred to as Jazirah, the Arabic term for
“island”. The role of tribal linkages and relations, therefore,
represents a crucial factor to explain the deep and mutual
influen e between the Syrian and Iraqi dynamics of recent
years, not least in terms of security. For instance, the tribes
united within the Shammar confederation, which are
amongst the largest and most influe tial ones, are present4
both in Iraq and Syria – but also Jordan and Saudi Arabia –
extending from the eastern part of Nineveh, deep into the
Syrian governorate of the Deir el-Zor. Further South, the
Aqaydat confederation populates the Syrian low Euphrates
valley, spanning5 into the Iraqi Anbar governorate, where6
the Sunni Arab tribes of the powerful Dulaym confederation also reside.
Moreover, these territories are predominantly inhabited by
Sunni Arabs, another factor contributing to a substantial
degree of cohesion at the transnational level. In most recent times, it is exactly this historical Sunni heartland that
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provided co-religionist rebels and other Sunni opposition
groups, including radical ones like the Islamic State, with
the logistical and “ideological” support that they needed.
However, while certainly relevant, the Sunni religious dimension should not be overemphasized to explain the violence that struck Syria and Iraq over the past few years, as
deeper and more tangible causes lie beneath the surface.
In this respect, a major factor is the institutional vacuum
that progressively emerged in both States, characterized
not only by severe governance deficiencie , but also, as in
the case of Iraq, by deliberate political exclusion pursued
by the Shia-dominated government in Baghdad. Since the
ousting of Saddam’s regime in 2003, the Iraqi Sunni community has been progressively relegated to a secondary
role within the society, losing influen e to the advantage
of the Shia majority. In 2010, the newly elected government of Nuri al-Maliki partially reneged on its promise to
include thousands of Sunnis who contributed to defeat
al-Qaeda in Iraq into the security apparatus, leaving many
of them with few – if any – prospective. A similar process,
although inverted in terms of demography, took place
in Syria, where the political power was gradually taken
over by the Alawite élite led by the Assad family to the
detriment of the Sunni majority. The governorates of Deir
el-Zor and Hasakah, among others, witnessed not only an
assertive strategy used by the Ba’ath regime to undermine
the influen e of local Sunni tribes, which co-opted them
through “intimidation, infilt ation and dependence”7, but
also a severe economic crisis caused8 by eight years of
extreme draught and a mismanagement of water resources that, by 2010, had basically destroyed their predominantly rural economy. As the 2011 uprisings turned into a
full-fledged civil ar, the Assad regime diverted more and
more funds intended for the agricultural sector to buying9
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weapons and mercenaries. The result has been a growing
resentment among these communities and their progressive rapprochement with Sunni rebel groups, including IS. In
both Syria and Iraq, albeit with varying degrees of success,
the terrorist group led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi rode this
wave of malaise and presented itself as the champion of
disenfranchised Sunni communities against hostile governments in Damascus and Baghdad.

institutional failure, corrupt governance and social polarization, eventually leading to a pervasive insurgency and,
then, to a bloody civil war with sectarian implications. The
border, already porous, became the main gate for foreign
fig ters willing to fig t the Americans and their allies,
representing what the New York Times journalist John
Burns labelled12 as the “Iraq’s Ho Chi Minh trail”. The Syrian
government, for instance, often turned a blind eye as Daily
convoys13 of buses full of volunteers flocked o the border

‘SYRAQ’ IN PERSPECTIVE

from Syrian cities, raising enraged reactions in Washington
while enlarging the pockets of corrupt border authorities
on both sides of the border.

Analysed through a historical lens, the recurring attempts
by state institutions to exert more control and authority
over this border area has produced mixed results, depending on the status of Syrian-Iraqi bilateral relations as well
as the power leverage of the government towards the
local tribal communities. Again, this highlights the role of
the border and its evolving nature since the late Twentieth
century to today. During the ‘70s and the ‘80s, mutual
rivalry and distrust prompted Ba’athist regimes in Syria and
Iraq to seal their common border for the sake of centralized nationalist agendas, employing10 it as a tool to co-opt
restive communities by stifling c oss-border migration and
commercial ties. During the ‘90s the Iraqi regime’s ability
to control its border progressively faded due to the US first
military intervention in 1991, the downsizing of the Armed
forces and the subsequent power dilution in Baghdad to
the advantage of tribal confederations. As the government
increasingly relied on tribal power structures to manage
security11 in exchange for land and diplomatic roles granted to tribal leaders, parallel economic networks based
on smuggling and illicit traffi ing developed across the
borders with Syria and Jordan, greatly empowering local
Sunni tribes. Later on, the 2003 US military intervention
and the demise of Saddam Hussein’s regime were followed
by short-sighted decisions which created a vicious cycle of
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WHAT LIES AHEAD FOR SYRAQ?
As of 2013, when large revolts broke out in Anbar and
other Sunni-majority provinces in Iraq, the Syrian civil war
and the Iraqi crisis started to feed each other, depriving the
Iraqi-Syrian border of its core function and transforming
the adjacent provinces in a hotbed for what would become the group known as Islamic State. Both Damascus’ and
Baghdad’s authority over their 59914 km12 border ceased
to exist in 2015 when all its three main border crossings
were controlled15 by non-state actors. Nonetheless, the
support offered to IS by Sunni tribes in both countries was
patchy at least until the first half of 201 16, and was often
either instrumental to the tribes’ political agenda or the
result of IS’ brutal rule. Hence, the violent repression of the
Iraqi Security Forces against Sunni demonstrators pushed
the Sunni community towards adopting more and more
extremist positions and represented yet another missed
opportunity for the forging of a unitary and stable state.
Currently, only the al-Qaim border crossing, located
between Iraq Anbar and Syria Deir-el-Zor provinces is
controlled by the respective governmental forces, albeit a
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substantial presence of elements from the Iranian Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps has been registered16 on the
Syrian side. Both the north-eastern Rabiah crossing and
the al-Tanf crossing in the southern part of the shared
border are controlled by Iraqi authorities on the Iraqi side,
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while the Syrian one is still managed by Kurdish forces in
Rabiha and US-backed Arab rebels in al-Tanf (both being
non-state actors). Furthermore, security management in
both these areas remains in the hands of a plethora17 of militias without a centralized command, often in confli t with
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each other and guided by external powerful backers in Iran
or in wealthy Sunni Gulf countries. This situation certainly
undermines stability in the long term, as local citizens are
afraid of lootings and discrimination and perceive it as
a manifestation of state’s absence. Rampant corruption
and sectarian-driven policies continue to jeopardize the
reconstruction process in both countries, indicating little
governmental effort to eradicate the very factors that led
to the breakdown of state authority and, ultimately, to the
rise of IS. Now that the group seems completely defeated,
at least militarily, can the Syrian-Iraqi border reacquire its
original function?
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RECONSTRUCTING
IRAQ: WHERE DO WE
STAND?
Dlawer Ala’Aldeen
THE MIDDLE EAST RESERACH INSTITUTE

T

his month last year, the Kuwaiti government hosted a ‘Conference for the Reconstruction of Iraq’.
It was attended by the United Nations Secretary
General, António Guterres, along with dozens of foreign
ministers and large numbers of other government and business representatives. The timing was perfect for Iraq. The
country had recently announced the military defeat of the
Islamic State (IS) and was enjoying an unprecedented level
of optimism and all-round international good will.
Until then, Iraq had for a number of years been suffering
from a severe economic crisis, precipitated largely by
decades of poor management of state resources, never-ending wars and crises, and the drop in oil prices. Hence,
the country needed help and, luckily for the Iraqis, its
neighbours were willing to help because failure to address
reconstruction needs would add to the country’s fragility
and chronic instability.
Before the conference, the Iraqi government, with several
international partners, including the World Bank and scores of experts, had prepared the Iraq Damage and Needs
Assessment (DNA) report1 on the seven directly affected
governorates, including Anbar, Babil, Baghdad, Diyala,
Kirkuk, Niniveh and Salah al-Din, as well as several indirectly affected governorates. The DNA, which was rich in both
process and products, covered damages, losses, and needs
in fi e key pillars, including governance, national reconciliation and peacebuilding, social and human development,
infrastructure, and economic development. It contained
157 construction projects to be carried out over ten years,
with top priority given to rebuilding and developing hospitals, schools, homes, roads and service infrastructure that
are considered key to providing jobs and returning displaced peoples to their hometowns. The DNA also contained

Professor Dlawer Ala’Aldeen is the Founding President of the Middle East
Research Institute, former Minister of Higher Education and Scientific
Research in Kurdistan Regional Government (2009-2012),and Professor of
Medicine in Nottingham University, UK.
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new investments to diversify the economy away from oil
sales, reform the financial se tor and upgrade strategic
infrastructures, including water and sewage treatment
plants, electricity production, transportation systems,
telecommunications, agriculture, urban management,
state-owned enterprises and oil-related industry.
The total estimate of the reconstruction programmes
was $US 88.2 billion, including $23 billion for short-term
reconstruction and more than $65 billion for medium and
longer-term projects. An estimated $17 billion was suggested for rebuilding ISIS-destroyed homes (40,000 in Mosul
alone, by United Nations estimates) and another $7 billion
for the repair of Iraq’s oil and gas field .
The amount aimed at by Iraqi officials as by all means
overambitious, particularly considering current donor
fatigue for poorly led and chronically fragile states, which
are otherwise potentially rich. After all, Iraq is a middle-income country with OPEC’s second-largest crude oil
producer and home to the world’s fi th-largest known
reserves. Interestingly, neither the Iraqis nor the donor
countries believed that Iraq was well prepared for such an
ambitious task. Very few among the international partners had confiden e in Iraq’s ruling élite to manage large
donations or reconstruction programmes. These doubts
were indeed refle ted in the amounts as well as the type
of pledges made by the international community. The
total amount pledged did not exceed $300 billion, and
was mainly granted in the form of investment loans and
guarantees, contingent on investment deals or contracts
coming to fruition. The direct aid was minimal and mostly
for humanitarian efforts.
The amount pledged was nevertheless considered significant, and Iraq’s neighbours seemed to show the greatest
interest in its reconstruction. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

RECONSTRUCTING IRAQ:WHERE DO WE STAND?

pledged to provide $1 billion through its Saudi Fund for
Development, and $500 million in export credit. Kuwait
earmarked $1 billion in loans and another $1 billion as
investments. Qatar pledged $1 billion in loans and investments while the United Arab Emirates pledged $500
million in addition to $5.5 billion in private sector investments in Iraq. Turkey offered $5 billion in credit lines, while
Iran did not pledge anything significa t. The United States,
on the other hand, only pledged to extend a previously
committed $3 billion credit line to Iraq, with no further
direct government assistance.
Much against Iraqi officia ’ expectations, no business
deals were signed during or immediately after the conference despite the hundreds of business representatives
who attended it. These representatives did not hesitate
to express their misgivings about the political and security risks of doing business in a country that suffers from
recurrent infrastructure destruction and rampant corruption (consistently among the world’s top 10 most corrupt
countries, according to Transparency International).
Now, a year later, the misgivings of the international business community remain the same and the pledges remain
as they were. Other than humanitarian aid delivered to
confli t areas, there is hardly any palpable progress on the
ground in terms of internationally funded reconstruction.
In a recent policy debate, organised by the Middle East
Research Institute (MERI, www.meri-k.org) in partnership
with the Al-Rafidain entre in Baghdad (5 February, 2019),
the Iraqi Minister of Housing and Reconstruction Bangen Rekani stressed that no pledge from the donors has
materialised so far, and the Iraqi government has failed
to suffici tly address its own structural and functional
weaknesses, including corruption. He admitted that the
government of Iraq has not provided a clear vision or stra-
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tegy on how to reconstruct the devastated areas, or how to
attract international business communities, let alone how
to engage local, national and international stakeholders.
Indeed, Iraq’s track record for tackling challenges and
impeding barriers has been disappointing. It has failed
to systematically and adequately deal with issues like
security, particularly the re-emergence of IS in rural areas
close to destroyed towns and cities, and criminal attacks
on construction sites and contractors, as documented by
the US-founded Office of the Special Inspector General for
Iraq Reconstruction. Iraq has failed to address its poor institutional transparency and accountability, poor capacities
for planning and financial manageme t and poor coordination among stakeholders, including local governments
who have complained that they were not consulted by the
national government before, during or after the preparation of the DNA report. Furthermore, there is hardly any
progress in the reconciliation process, demilitarisation and
rebuilding of trust in the government’s authority, all of
which go hand-in-hand with reconstruction processes.
Other, less specifi , challenges also exist, many of which
are outside the political leaders’ power to address. These include uncertainty in the outlook of regional power
dynamics that affect Iraq most, and the outlook of Iraq’s
financial and economic recovery while oil prices remain volatile. Not only is Iraq almost exclusively dependent on oil
income, it has a grossly underdeveloped private sector as
well as a weak business climate that has attracted minimal
foreign investment outside the oil industry. Furthermore,
Iraq has one of the highest poverty and unemployment
rates in the Middle East, while its population (currently 39
million) is among the fastest growing in the world, increasing by one million per year. As a result, Iraqi cities are
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exponentially expanding without adequate planning or
government investment in the infrastructure. Its housing
defici , currently at two million as per the World Bank’s
estimate, will grow.
Yes, these issues can be overwhelming, but they should
not be reasons for the international community to give up
on Iraq, nor for Iraqi leaders to fear embarking on ambitious reform programmes. On the contrary, the challenges
show that Iraq has no alternative other than focusing on
nation- and state-building, and tackling the weaknesses in
its governing system. Fortunately, Iraq’s neighbours and
the rest of the international community remain interested
in the reconstruction of Iraq, albeit with reservations,
because they know that failure to help Iraq rebuild could
unravel its gains against IS. The socio-economic problems
that previously bred sectarian confli t and created space
for IS persist.
The onus, therefore, is on the Iraqi leaders to make the
most of the pledges of support that remain on the table,
and the rising oil prices that are boosting confiden e in
the country’s future finan es. It is time for the Iraqi government to design a clear strategy in collaboration with
local governments on how they plan to meet donors’
expectations and implement the various projects. Since
the Kuwait conference, Iraq held a transformative general
election and a new government was formed last October.
In his vision document, the new Prime Minister, Adel Abdel
Mahdi, included reconstruction as one of his government’s
top priorities. Iraqis and international partners are eagerly
awaiting action from Baghdad with a great deal of optimism and anticipation. Time will tell if the new government
can deliver.
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A

fter 8 years of confli t, Syria is a country in ruins.
The World Bank estimates the value of the physical
damage at no less than $197 billion1. One fourth
of the housing units have been destroyed or damaged
(with peaks of 40 percent in areas such as Deir el-Zor and
Idlib) along with almost half of the healthcare and education infrastructures. But the price of reconstruction is likely
to be much higher than the simple value of the damages.
Other estimates that take into account the long-term cost
of recreating the country’s pre-crisis social and economic
conditions calculate an overall price of reconstruction at
approximately $400 billion2.

Hence, the reconstruction of Syria would represent an
extraordinary challenge even in the presence of many rich
countries willing to contribute and of political conditions
guaranteeing long-term stability and sustainability. But
this is not the case. Major obstacles persist on the way to a
complete reconstruction of Syrian cities and villages. Such
obstacles can be summarized in two main points:

•

The lack of donors willing to provide the necessary
funds.

•

The lack of workforce to physically undertake a countrywide reconstruction plan.

Both sets of problems have roots in the imperfect political
arrangement that has emerged from the last two years of
war and which seems doomed to constitute the political
framework for the post-war period. In fact, while the regime of Bashar al-Assad seems close to achieving a complete
victory over the opposition, its uncompromising, zero-sum
nature has alienated the support of most external actors
and minimized the chances of return for most Syrian
refugees abroad. Nevertheless, the Assad regime does not
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seem particularly concerned by this prospective. On the
contrary, it has promoted policies that seem to consolidate
such obstacles. This apparent contradiction needs to be
addressed by taking into account two intertwined factors:

•

The specific perspe tive of the regime regarding the
long-term political and social configu ation of postwar Syria, which is not necessarily similar to what
existed before the confli t.

•

The two primary goals that the regime aims to achieve
through the reconstruction process: power stability
and emancipation from external forces.

A VICTOR WITH FEW “GOOD” FRIENDS
The Assad regime is a victor with few friends. In particular,
it has few rich friends willing to support it financiall . Its
two main international allies, Russia and Iran, do not have
the resources to significa tly contribute to the country’s reconstruction. On the contrary, over the last two years they
have been competing to obtain shares of Syria’s limited
natural resources – especially oil and phosphates – and to
guarantee their companies a privileged position in future
reconstruction projects3. However, the question remains
open about who will provide the funds to undertake such
projects.
Western powers, in particular the US and most European
countries, have already declared their reluctance to join
the reconstruction effort without any significa t political
transition taking place. Over the last eight years they have
introduced, and progressively intensifie , economic sanctions against the Assad regime and the most important
members of its political and economic elite. The increasing
criticism that these sanctions have sparked4 does not seem
to have had any significa t effect so far; on the contrary,
during the first mo ths of 2019 both the US and the EU
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have widened their applicability and reach. Even the
electoral rise of right-wing and (more or less) philo-Russian
forces in some EU member states, such as Italy and Austria,
may not significa tly change this picture. In fact, while
governments led by these parties may seem more sympathetic toward the Assad regime and keener to re-establish
normal diplomatic relations with Damascus, the same
nationalistic, America-First-style rhetoric employed by their
leaders discourages the idea of providing significa t fina cial resources to other countries. Therefore, Damascus may
soon be able to obtain “normalization” from some Western
powers but little, if any, financial suppo t.
Something similar can be said about China, a financially
well-endowed power which has provided political support
to the Assad regime throughout the entire confli t. Apart
from a few pledges of relatively little significan e, so far
Beijing has not shown any willingness to play a major part
in Syria’s reconstruction5. Analysts have offered two main
explanations for this: firs , at present Beijing seems not
to consider the Assad regime capable of providing the
necessary guarantees of stability to justify major long-term
investments. This is a factor that, in their recent history,
Chinese authorities have shown to consider of primary
importance in deciding whether to provide financial su port to their foreign partners. Second, Beijing knows that a
significa t involvement in post-war Syria may have several
political repercussions, with the concrete risk of dragging
China into the core of Middle East political disputes: something that Beijing has always avoided in recent decades.
Keeping investments separate from politics in Syria may
turn out to be impossible and Beijing may risk frictions
with other major regional and international powers such
as Russia, Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia: all countries China
maintains valuable partnerships with.
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However, despite this overall negative picture, some positive signals are coming from the Gulf monarchies, namely
from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia.
Nowadays, these powers seem more preoccupied with
the rising regional role of Turkey and Qatar – the two main
sponsors of the Syrian opposition – than with their traditional nemesis, Iran – an ally of the Syrian regime for four
decades. The re-opening of the embassies of the UAE and
Bahrain at the end of 2018 – which may soon be followed
by the re-opening of Saudi Arabia’s embassy – have been
interpreted also as a signal of these countries’ willingness
to contribute to the reconstruction of Syria. However, the
size of their involvement is doomed to be conditioned
on Damascus’s limited will – and capability – to curb the
Iranian influen e in the country and/or to play along with
Riyadh’s and Abu Dhabi’s power game against Turkey and
Qatar. Hence, while it is likely that Gulf monarchies will
have some role in the reconstruction process – especially
in megaprojects situated in urban areas such as “Marota
City”, launched in the Damascene neighbourhood of Mezzeh – their involvement may remain limited in both size
and geographical terms.

NO MANPOWER TO REBUILD
The shortage of financial suppo t is not the only major
obstacle that Syrian authorities may face in their attempt
to rebuild the country. Even if money to enact major reconstruction projects were to be found, the country would
still be in dire lack of manpower. Most of working-age men
who are not enrolled in the army – or in the numerous militias fig ting for the regime – or physically disabled by the
confli t are currently either abroad or in rebel-held areas.
While those who stayed and fought for the regime expect
now to be repaid in the form of life-long financial aid or
public jobs – expectations that the regime has shown to
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be willing to fulfil 6 – those who are abroad are currently
evaluating the potential risks and benefits of oming back.
One major push factor is represented by the dire conditions in which most of them live in the host countries
(especially in Lebanon and Jordan)7. However, it must be
stressed that the regime has not implemented any strong
policies to pull them back. For instance, according to most
analyses, several provisions of Law 10 – the law passed
in 2018 by the Syrian government to regulate future
reconstruction projects8 – are specifically desi ned to
expropriate a significa t share of the Syrians living abroad
and to ultimately redesign the social composition of the
areas where the rebellion took place. Moreover, although
Damascus announced an amnesty for those who deserted military service, it should be highlighted that the law
only exempts those who left to avoid jail, and still compels
them to join the army once back. A condition that would
deprive numerous refugee families of their only breadwinners if they return to their country. Finally, even when
coordination for the return of refugees has been established with host countries, such as Lebanon, Damascus has
imposed strict security procedures for all those wishing to
re-enter Syria, making the process rather long and potentially dangerous for those suspected of having sympathized – or of having had connections – with the opposition9.

THE REGIME’S FINAL GOALS
Despite the major obstacles described above, the regime has not shown major concerns regarding the reconstruction process. Its diplomatic outreach has been
focused almost solely on obtaining the abolition of foreign
sanctions on its economic activities. As mentioned, it even
refused to undertake noteworthy political and legislative
steps to ease the return of refugees or to attract major
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financial ontributions from abroad. To understand this
behaviour, it is necessary to reassess the reconstruction
process through the viewpoint of the Syrian regime and
to consider two main goals that Damascus aims to achieve
through the reconstruction of the country: stability and
independence.

who proved their loyalty – who happen also to be Sunni,
especially in major urban areas – are given priority to access jobs and resources, especially in the framework of the
reconstruction.

For instance, the reconstruction process does not need to

Second, the process of rebuilding the country is intended
by the Syrian leadership also as a means to consolidate
its hold on power and to emancipate itself, as much as

be so expensive and extensive if it is not meant to benefit all yrians, but only those who proved their loyalty to
the regime. On numerous occasions, several Syrian high
dignitaries, including President Bashar al-Assad himself,
stressed that one positive outcome of the crisis has been
to render the Syrian social fabric “more homogeneous”10
and that those who have not served their country during
its direst crisis should not expect to feel welcomed if they
come back11. Words have often been followed by deeds:
people known for their support for the opposition have
been arrested or “disappeared” in areas retaken by the
regime, such as the southern province of Daraa, despite
having signed the regime-sponsored reconciliation agreements12. Similarly, several refugees who made it back to
their country have disappeared after having been summoned for questioning by the security forces13. Through these
actions, the regime is giving clear signals that it does not
wish to take back a significa t share of the population that,
for one reason or another, it does not believe it can rely on.
Some analyses have proposed that some sort of “sectarian
cleansing” is underway, especially in those areas where the
revolt was particularly strong14. However, it may be wrong
to read these developments through a sectarian lens. The
criteria adopted by the regime seems to be based much
more on loyalty: constituencies which throughout the
crisis have proven disloyal – which happen to be mostly,
but not exclusively, Sunni – are kept out of the country or
at the margins of the society while those constituencies

possible, from its increasingly cumbersome allies. A major,
multi-national and comprehensive reconstruction plan
would represent an obstacle for such vital objectives for
two reasons: firs , at present the regime’s bureaucracy
is badly equipped to autonomously administrate and
coordinate major plans involving multiple donors, massive
amounts of money, and complex planning. The long confl ct has left Syrian institutions in a shaky, barely functioning
state and a considerable amount of time will be required
to return them to their pre-war efficie y. Thus, to cope,
Damascus may be forced to recur, once again, to the vital
support of Teheran and, especially, Moscow. Second, such
a scenario would also imply diplomatic initiatives, such as
international conferences and UN-sponsored processes
that may involve the imposition of political conditions and
that would require the active mediation of the countries
involved in the Astana process (Russia, Turkey, and Iran).
Especially Russia and Turkey have actively tried to use the
Syrian crisis as a bargaining chip in their own diplomatic
disputes with the West. The conference in Istanbul promoted by Ankara and Moscow last October, which saw
the participation of the German Chancellor Angela Merkel
and French President Emmanuel Macron, may be seen as
a first ttempt by Russia and Turkey to seize control of the
process of post-war reconstruction, acting as mediators
between potential major donors and the Assad regime.
It is possible to speculate that this kind of scenario is not
welcome in Damascus, since it would force the regime to
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delegate the achievement of its main domestic and foreign-policy goals to others. On the contrary, Damascus is
showing willingness to pursue a lower-profile out each to
foreign powers, establishing direct relations with sympathetic governments without the mediation of third powers,
including its allies. This approach may prove effective in
establishing relations and credit lines with Arab countries
or with international powers that have maintained direct
ties with Damascus throughout the crisis, such as China.
At the same time, it may prove less effective with most,
but not all, Western powers. Nevertheless, although in this
way the Assad regime would secure smaller amounts of
funds, it would be able to administrate and channel them
independently and according to its own perspective of the
country’s reconstruction.
Moreover, Damascus has shown absolute reluctance to rely
on foreign expertise for the planning and implementation
of the reconstruction projects. This appeared clear in the
recent declaration of the Syrian deputy Foreign Minister
Faysal Mekdad, who stated that Syria will not rely on postwar plans “made in Beirut, the Gulf, or Brussels”. He was
probably referring to the “National Agenda for the Future
of Syria” project launched by the Beirut-based UN agency
ESCWA in 2012, whose objective has been designing plans
for the reconstruction of Syrian infrastructures, economy,
and social fabric. The Syrian government launched its own
program in 2017 – named “the National Development
Programme for Post-War Syria” – which has seen very little
progress, as proved by the public statements released on
occasion of the assessment meeting that the work-group
held in February 2019. Nevertheless, Damascus seems
determined to rely solely on its domestic expertise, regardless of the fact that it has been vastly depleted by the war
and the consequent migration of many high-level professionals. Thus, limited, low-profil , but yet autonomous and

self-regulated reconstruction plans emerge as the most
likely way forward for Damascus, which sees the process
of rebuilding the country as primarily aimed at guaranteeing one fundamental goal, the same that has guided its
actions throughout the entire 8-year-long crisis: the longterm survival of the Assad regime.
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CHALLENGES OF THE SYRIA RECONSTRUCTION
The World Bank estimates the cost of reconstruction to be 197 billion Euro. Reconstruction, the return of refugees and internally
displaced people are deeply connected. Approximately 1 out of 2 Syrians were forced to leave their home over the last 8 years.

THE MAIN GOVERNORATES AFTER 8 YEARS OF CONFLICT
1

The following areas are those where most of the ﬁghting occurred:

2

8
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7
6
4
3

1. Governorate: Aleppo; City: Aleppo

2. Governorate: Raqqa; City: Raqqa

3. Governorate: Dara’a; City: Dara’a

4. Governorate: Rif Dimashq; City: Douma

5. Governorate: Deir ez-Zor; City Deir ez-Zor

6. Governorate: Homs; City: Homs

7. Governorate: Hama, City: Hama

8. Governorate: Idlib, City: Idlib

THE MATERIAL DAMAGES AFTER 8 YEARS OF CONFLICT
A high percentage of private houses have been destroyed or damaged, along with many infrastructures.
Basic services are still not provided, including schools, hospitals, energetic infrastructures and road connections.

For governorates:

For cities:

(Data: World Bank, 2017)

(Data: World Bank, 2017)
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THE DEMOGRAPHIC CRISIS AFTER 8 YEARS OF CONFLICT
Syria citizens living inside the national territory today are 18 million. The population has decreased of approximately 3 million units in
8 years. It was caused by he high number of war victims and the worsening of security and humanitarian conditions. 5.5 million
Syrian citizens are currently outside their country, six million Syrians moved from a region to another within the Syrian territory.

Resident population in Syria

Total number of refugees

Number of Syrians living
within the national territory.

Number of Syrians
registered abroad.

(Data: 2010-2018, United Nations)

(Data: 2010-2018, UNHCR)
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O

n the very day of the proclamation of the “Caliphate”, on 29 June 2014, the so-called Islamic State (IS) published a video in English, through one
of its official media channe , titled “The End of Sykes-Picot”. In this sophisticated video, a Chilean-Norwegian
militant showed and narrated the destruction of a border
crossing between Iraq and Syria as well as the hoisting of
the “Caliphate”’s fla . This was a highly symbolic scene with
a telling title: as is well-known, the so-called Sykes-Picot
Agreement was a secret convention that had been signed
between the United Kingdom and France in May 1916 to
divide the Ottoman Empire into spheres of control, and is
generally held responsible for establishing the current state borders of the Middle East. Through the destruction of
the border, IS sent a powerful, well-crafted message: it was
a transnational group that was breaking borders drafted
by foreign imperial powers and setting up its own “state”.

Naturally, the border is not only important for the narrative
and propaganda of the armed group. In fact, the border
between Syria and Iraq has long played an important
role as a logistical hub for IS and other armed groups.
The vastness of the desert and loose government control
makes the porous border an ideal area for illicit crossing
and activity. At the time of writing, IS fig ters are held up
in its last tiny enclave in the Syrian village of Baghuz, just
a few hundred meters from the border with Iraq, with the
organization having lost 99% of the territory that it once
controlled. From a jihadist proto-state with expansionist
ambitions1, the group has returned to its roots as a clandestine guerrilla group engaging in local terrorist activities.
Although it is rather difficult o predict what will happen
in the region2, if the past offers any insight it is that the
“Syraq” border could continue to be used as a staging area

Francesco Marone is a Research Fellow at the ISPI Center on Radicalization
and International Terrorism. He is currently an Adjunct Lecturer at the University of Pavia.
Marco Olimpio is Research Assistant for the Radicalization and International Terrorism Centre at ISPI

THE FUTURE OF TERRORISM: THE “SYRAQI” SECURITY NEXUS

| 20

COMMENTARY

by the Islamic State and possibly other terrorist groups
from which to wage a smaller-scale insurgency.
Between 2009 and 2013, the Islamic State, which was then
known as the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI), had been severely
weakened and its capabilities degraded. The group however
managed to resist in small pockets inside Iraq and continued
to engage in an insurgency campaign that featured the
assassinations of local Sunni leaders and members of the
Iraqi security forces. With the eruption of the Syrian Civil War
in 2011, its leadership saw a chance to rise again. The porousness of the Syrian-Iraqi border and the power vacuum that
had ensued following the break-out of the civil war played
a key role in this respect. IS fig ters moved to Syria to build
support and draw fig ters to its cause. In January 2014, once
it had mustered enough forces, its mujahedeen managed to
capture Raqqa from the Syrian rebel forces, turning the city
– their new de facto capital – and the surrounding area into
a logistical area for the operations that would be launched
into neighbouring Iraq. From there, Islamic State fig ters targeted Iraqi Army border outposts and Iraqi towns, ultimately
capturing Mosul in June 2014.
It was in this resource-rich space3 (as there are large oil and
gas fields a ound the Euphrates river valley in Syria) that
the Islamic State established its roots and consolidated
power. There, it recruited and attracted fig ters, enjoyed
the support of parts of the Sunni population, and prepared
its future offensives. Its fig ters captured weapons and
vehicles from other rebel4, Syrian and Iraqi positions, amassing an enormous amount of war material5. In other words,
the group prospered in either completely ungoverned or
weakly governed areas between the two states, taking
advantage of the vast terrain, division between tribes and
ethnicities, and low trust in the governments (and various
security forces/militias).

THE FUTURE OF TERRORISM: THE “SYRAQI” SECURITY NEXUS

The risk that this may occur again is elevated and there are
indications that this is already happening. While the desert
presents opportunities for hit and run tactics and border
crossing, the towns and cities in the area could allow the
Islamic State to assimilate among the population.
Evidence of guerrilla and terrorism activity like the placement of IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices), raids, and
targeted attacks have been already been recorded in
liberated areas. For example, a CSIS report from November 2018 found that attacks against government targets
have increased from 2017 to 2018 and that Iranian-backed
Shia militias continue to exacerbate ethnic tensions in the
Sunni-majority provinces of Iraq6. Recent videos published
by the Islamic State seem to back this interpretation, as
jihadists are shown engaging in these kinds of operations
in the Anbar and Kirkuk provinces7.
According to a December 2018 study that analyzed the
number and types of attack the Islamic State has carried
out over the past year, IS appears to continue to operate
aggressively and maintains permanent operating cells
within Iraq. In particular, the report found that the areas
that saw the greatest amount of activity were the Mosul
and Kirkuk provinces, where the group has mounted well
planned attacks and executions against Iraqi security
forces, local leaders, and Shia militiamen8. It should be
noted, however, that the operational tempo registered was
lower compared to the previous years, signifying a certain
degradation in capability and manpower. Similarly, in Syria,
the group recently launched a deadly suicide attack on
US forces in Manbij, in the north of the country. The attack
killed at least 14 people, including four Americans, in a Kurdish-held town that was largely considered to be secure9.
In general, suicide bombing has played10 and may continue to play a key role in IS future guerrilla campaign,
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where high-profile errorist attacks against civilian or
government targets may be accompanied by smaller “harassment” actions against opposing military forces. In this
key, the border area may serve as an important corridor
through which men and supplies can be transferred.
Presently, however, the main threat to jihadist fig ters operating along the “Syraq” border has come from the air. The
Iraqi Air Force and the Iraqi Army’s Aviation have undergone a deep modernization process, and the two branches
now field a mode n force of combat and reconnaissance
aircraft11. Airstrikes from Iraqi, Coalition, and Russian air
forces took a heavy toll on jihadist forces operating in the
open, away from cover. Furthermore, official s tements
from the Iraqi Air Force and the Operation Inherent Resolve
spokesperson in April 2018, also revealed how the Iraqi Air
Force bombed targets inside of Syria with the assistance of
the Coalition’s aerial assets12. For this role, the US led Coalition has fielded a ast number of ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance) and SIGINT (Signals Intelligence) aircraft that can use powerful optics to scout the desert
and sensors to pick up or disrupt jihadist transmissions. 13
To cope with this technological gap, IS fig ters has refined
a set of tactics that are ideal for guerrilla warfare. The armed group has often mounted raids while using the cover
of sandstorms, when aircraft cannot fly and use their optics
and sensors. Two recent examples include an October 2018
raid in Syria that almost overran a group of American Special Forces and Marines outside of Hajin and a November
2018 raid on lines of the Kurdish-led SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) that almost resulted in the capture of Gharanij
(both Hajin and Gharanij are small cities near the border
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crossing of Abu Bukamal). 14 These bold actions usually
feature dozens of jihadists mounted on technicals (light
improvised fig ting vehicles) 15 and DIY-armored vehicles
that offer greater fi epower and mobility.
Another important tactic that has been used extensively
by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria is the use of tunnels.
Long networks of tunnels were built in Mosul, Iraq, and
Deir-Ezzor, Syria, to be used as hideouts and to allow fighters to manoeuver around the cities. The employment of
tunnels has also been documented in the last strongholds
of the Islamic State in Syria (next to the border with Iraq),
where jihadists used suicide bombers and tunnels to hold
out the Kurdish-led forces in Baghuz16.
In conclusion, what has been observed from the different
waves of militancy, is that each wave tends to draw from
the last one, incorporating previous networks, narratives,
and connections17.This is rather troubling considering
that the magnitude of the IS’s “phenomenon” that saw
thousands of people travel to Iraq and Syria to join the
jihadist cause, while many other sympathizers and affil tes committed terrorist attacks in the name of the Islamic
State18. A lthough making predictions is always difficu ,
the “Syraq area” will surely be a region to monitor closely to
understand the future of terrorism in the region. Political,
social and economic dynamics, such as influen es from
different states and non-state actors in this area will greatly
affect the security situation in a particular portion of the
two countries that is rich in natural resources but still weak
in state presence.
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State”, Lawfare, 20 November 2018.
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A

fter announcing in December that the US will
withdraw its troops from Syria, President Donald Trump and the White House back tracked a
number of weeks later, declaring the withdrawal may yet
take a number of months. Last month, the US administration then announced that it would maintain at least 400
US troops, including 200 troops who will operate as part
of a prospective multinational force that will maintain a
safe zone in north-eastern Syria and another 200 troops
in al-Tanf, which is located by the Iraqi border and within
miles of the Jordanian border. Since 2016, al-Tanf has been
a critical launching pad for anti-ISIS operations but also lies
in close proximity to Iran-aligned forces.
Notwithstanding the uncertainties over the role of US
troops in Syria beyond the anti-IS campaign and the as-ofyet unclear parameters of the proposed safe-zone in the
northeast, it is welcome news that the US will no longer be
conducting a precipitous withdrawal. That would be bad
news: the Islamic State (IS) still has 30,000 fig ters at large
in Syria and Iraq, while Iran-aligned forces are becoming
entrenched in the political landscape and are consolidating their gains. IS may have lost its “Caliphate” and is on
the decline but it is far from defeated and continues to
present a menacing threat to both Syria and Iraq. In both
countries, the jihadi organisation has proven a formidable
and resilient force, maintaining pockets of resistance
against local forces as it attempts to re-establish itself, as
well as initiating a campaign of assassinations, predation
and extortion against local communities.
The US has been here before. In its previous incarnation,
al-Qaeda in Iraq, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
had its back to the wall until US troops withdrew in 2011
under the orders of President Barack Obama. In the space
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of just three years, the jihadists re-emerged by taking
control of swathes of territory across Syria and Iraq, capitalising on the Syrian civil-war, sectarian tensions in Iraq and
the collapse of the Iraqi military by establishing and declaring its proto-state in June 2014. Like Obama’s withdrawal
in 2011, Trump’s withdrawal from Syria could allow the
group to revitalise itself in the coming months and years
but also to reinvent itself in confli t environments that will
be conducive to the group’s ascendancy for many years.
Beyond IS, a withdrawal will inevitably leave a void that
will be filled y America’s enemies, such as the tens of
thousands of proxies Iran has deployed in Syria or a combination of these groups and those forces aligned with
the Syrian regime. As Obama’s withdrawal from Iraq in
2011 showed, Iran has a proven and effective capacity to
fill the oids left by the US to entrench and embolden its
proxies. That then provides it with an unrivalled capacity
to shape the political landscape. In Syria, Iran will almost
certainly move to fill a y voids left by the US to influen e
the country’s politics, economy and security sector, as well
as the reconstruction resources that may at some point be
injected into the country by the international community.
The US has substantial leverage to ensure Iran does not
have a free hand to shape the country as a whole and its
troop deployment insulates at least some parts of the
country from Iran and the regime of Bashar al-Assad, concurrently providing these areas with reprieve from confli t.
Withdrawing will see Iran acquire much-needed strategic
depth, including its long-sought land bridge linking Tehran
to Beirut and the Mediterranean. This would come at a
moment where US sanctions as well as Israeli incursions
into Syria have put Tehran under substantial pressure in
recent months. Of course, the presence of approximately
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2,000 US troops might on the surface seem very low but
this misses the broader picture. Aside from the symbolic
significan e of maintaining troops in the country, America’s presence is almost always amplified y the sizeable,
unrivalled and uncontested military infrastructure it enjoys
in the region. Regime-aligned forces learned this the hard
way back in February, when 500 pro-regime forces – including Russian mercenaries — attacked US forces but
were then met with American warplanes, including Reaper
drones, F-22 stealth fig ter jets, F-15E Strike Fighters, B-52
bombers, AC-130 gunships and AH-64 Apache helicopters.
In the end, 200 to 300 of the pro-regime fig ters were
killed.
In other words, despite the limited on the ground footprint, the US still has a substantial capacity to impose
and cultivate rules and limits for warfare, while the symbolic weight of America’s presence in the east should never
be underestimated.
A US withdrawal would also raise the chances of a confl ct between Turkey and Syria’s Kurds. Turkey has national
security concerns over the People’s Protection Units (YPG),
the organisation that dominates the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), which has fought alongside the US under
the auspices of the campaign to defeat so-called Islamic
State. The YPG is affil ted with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), which has fought the Turkish state for more than forty-years. The future of the YPG in Syria’s northeast, where
it established its own self-governed autonomous region
during the course of the civil war, is a thorn in Turkey-US
relations that predates the current administration.
Turkey is still a critical ally and member of NATO, while the
SDF have constituted Syria’s most effective fig ting force.
Working alongside its allies in Europe, the US can help
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both sides reach a compromise by way of an admittedly
difficult s ategy. Support for the YPG can be conditioned
on its willingness to take real and genuine steps to share
power with other groups in the northeast, including both
Kurdish and Arab groups. This will be conducive to the overall goal of establishing credible and legitimate governing
structures that can help alleviate humanitarian crises,
begin the process of stabilization and reconstruction and
prevent confli t relapse.
For Turkey, the emergence of alternative, predominant
actors in the northeast can create a balance that reduces
the chances of the northeast becoming a YPG-dominated
statelet but Ankara must also be willing to accept that
the YPG will continue to be a powerful feature within the
Syrian landscape, in large part because it remains a highly
organised political and fig ting force. That said, it is a force
that can be constrained if the northeast is underpinned by
an inclusive political order. Contrary to the hyperbole surrounding Turkish apprehensions toward the YPG, Ankara
has in fact engaged the Democratic Union Party (PYD), the
YPG’s political wing, before and has hosted its head Salih
Muslim. The Turkish government is not entirely averse to
negotiating with the organisation, while Ankara found in
the 1990s that by cooperating with the US and by developing stronger relations with the Iraqi Kurds, it became far
more capable of influencing e ents in Iraq.
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There are limited alternatives. Turkey lacks the capacity
to suppress the YPG in eastern Syria. It would struggle to
keep the peace in the Kurdish-dominated northeast if it
deployed its already stretched armed forces, risking in the
process a quagmire that enables the ascendancy of jihadist
terrorist groups. The YPG could turn to and embrace the
Syrian regime if it is left to choose between either a Turkish
onslaught or negotiations with an administration that is
in the process of normalising its relationship with the international community. The YPG is inseparable from Syria’s
security and governing structures, yet Turkey will lose the
capacity to shape the landscape altogether if the YPG is
forced into the regime’s orbit of influen e.
Moving forward, if the US were to withdraw from Syria and
leave without establishing a compromise over the SDF or,
at the least, de-escalation mechanisms that could reduce
the likelihood of confli t between Turkey and the SDF,
then that could have costly ramific tions in other countries
where the US relies on partner, US-aligned armed non-state actors, including in Iraq, Libya and Afghanistan. Most
importantly, it will substantially reduce US influen e and
leverage over the post-war reconstruction phase, hastening the Assad regime’s control of the country as a whole
in the process and leaving a void that will be filled y Iran
and Russia. The US will not be alone and should capitalise
on European commitment to staying the course
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F

ive years of Islamic State (IS) rule across Iraq and
Syria have wrecked the shared border between
the two countries and created a fragile security
situation in the area commonly known as “Syraq”1. The
terrorist group led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi brought a
substantially homogeneous area, in terms of population,
under its control2, raising its black flag ver a vast zone that
quickly catalysed the fears and interests of the international community. Old and new players involved in Middle
Eastern affairs h ve repositioned themselves on the “Syraqi
chessboard”; while some have preferred to move a step
back, others have not hesitated to penetrate the region,
all being motivated by different reasons and with different
geo-strategic objectives in mind.
In this context, the United States’ choice to move towards a
gradual disengagement from the broader Middle East has
refle ted on Syraq as well. On the one hand, the American
choices have allowed a number of regional actors – Iran,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Israel, to name a few – to emerge as
crucial actors in the Syraqi arena and project their influe ce over it. On the other, most importantly, the United States’ disengagement has paved the way for Russia’s return
to a region where it had been absent for over a decade,
potentially becoming a major player capable of replacing
the United States’ role.
For Russia, a country with limited economic resources but
ambitious plans, Syraq provided – and still provides – a fertile ground for this change to occur. The decision of former
US President Barack Obama not to intervene in the Syrian
confli t in 2015 marked a watershed moment between the
American “step-back” and the Russian “step-in” policies. In
late September 2015, Moscow launched its first air st ikes
from the Khmeimim air base in Latakia, in western Syria

Chiara Lovotti is an Associate Research Fellow at the Middle East and North
Africa Centre at ISPI, she is also a PhD candidate at the faculty of History at
the Alma Mater Studiorum University of Bologna.

RUSSIA: THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE IS YET TO COME

| 22

COMMENTARY

(which later become a permanent base for the Russian
contingent in the Arab country). The Syrian campaign was
portrayed by Moscow as being both a matter of global security and a crucial domestic issue; the fig t against Sunni
radical Islam in the area, the containment of transnational
terrorist fl ws, and the defence of Moscow’s security interests in its southern neighbourhood have all been presented as top priorities in the Duma’s foreign policy agenda.
Since then, moving from the Syrian campaign, Moscow
was able to carve itself the role of a leading power not only
in the Syraqi context but also far beyond it. A complex
diplomatic machine, aimed at interacting with every state
and non-state actor in the region and maintaining good
relations with all of them, was basically put in place with
the purpose of making Russia emerge as the only possible
mediator of all Middle Eastern crises. In a handful of years,
the Kremlin was able to acquire a diplomatic standing in
the region, which hardly appears to have any rival at the
moment, to the point that Moscow can effectively aspire to
pursue a “Russian pax” for the Middle East, to be alternative
to the western one.
This acquires even more relevance today, in light of the
announced US withdrawal from Syria, where the situation
remains fragile. From a military point of view, the “postUS” new strategic environment has already led Russia to
take further steps on the ground. In late December 2018,
the Russian military mobilized additional troops3 to the
Euphrates river valley (eastern Syria), in proximity of Deir
el-Zor and al-Mayadeen, to fig t alongside forces backed
by Syrian President Bashar al-Assad (the Syrian Arab Army)
and Iran (Syrian militias). The Russian goal here would be
to seize control of oil-reach territories that are currently
held by the US troops and the Syrian Democratic Forces
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(SDF). Russian forces have also been deployed in northern Syria, where Moscow now seeks to contain Turkey’s
ambitions in the area in light of the US withdrawal. Similar
concerns over border security have arisen in Iraq as well,
and pushed Baghdad to establish closer relations to the
Russians in the field of milita y cooperation.
Militarily therefore, a deep, historical knowledge of the
region, combined with over three years of boots on the
ground in Syria, have granted Moscow a remarkable strategic capacity. The Kremlin has proven to be smart, reactive
and able to quickly adapt to changing equilibria on the
ground, showing no intention to abandon the Syrian battlefield a y soon.
Beyond the military aspect, however, the Syraqi context
may also be rich of opportunities for Russia in terms of
economic gains. In Syria, even if the war is still not over,
Russia must now focus on the country’s reconstruction.
While Moscow is likely not capable of sustaining the Syrian
reconstruction effort, it may profit f om its position as the
main player in the country, as foreign investments in Syria
and foreign capital influx in the ountry’s economy could
provide vital hard currency 4 for the Russian economy. Over
the last few months, Russia has been lobbying various
governments across the world – from the US to Germany,
from Saudi Arabia to China – to invest in the Syrian reconstruction efforts. At the same time, Iraq, a leader in the
world’s oil production and a traditional customer of Russian weapons, is also of great interest to the Kremlin. New
investments from the three main Russian energy companies (Lukoyl, Rosneft and Gazprom) have been made in the
past few months, alongside Moscow’s promises to engage
in reconstruction in Iraq. It seems clear that Russia will not
leave Iraq – a crucial country in the Middle East’s security
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architecture – in a secondary position in its foreign policy
agenda.
Therefore, today, as the war in Syraq is entering its final st ge, the Kremlin’s own “battle” is not over. On the contrary,
the final challenge has et to come. On the one hand, Russia now needs to reap the fruits of its Syrian campaign and
demonstrate its capacity – and will – to win the peace and

1. Al-Marashi, “Iraq in turmoil: The rise of 'Syraq'”, Aljazeera, 17 June
2014.
2. A. Plebani, La terra dei due fiumi allo specchio, Rubbettino, 2018.
3. D. Regio, "Russia's Influence Grows After Moldovan Elections",
Institute for the study of war, 6 March 2019.
4. S. Ramani, "Russia’s Eye on Syrian Reconstruction", Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, 31 January 2019.

overcome the challenges of Syraq’s economic recovery. On
the other, and despite the United States’ distancing from
the region, Russia will have to carve its role and define its
stance in relation to Washington, which, willingly or not,
remains one of the main actors capable of affecting the
course of events in the Middle East.
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W

hen Turkey decided to join the US-led coalition against the Islamic State (IS) in Syria and
Iraq in July 2015, Ankara’s real target were not
IS militants, but the Syrian Kurdish forces. Turkey aimed at
avoiding the establishment of Kurdish self-ruled areas in
northern Syria, close to its southern border. After almost
four years, this remains its main objective in Syria. Indeed,
for Ankara such Kurdish autonomy represents a major threat to its national security, as it considers the Democratic
Union Party (PYD) and its militias, the People’s Protection
Units (YPG), as a branch of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), the separatist organisation that has conducted terrorist activity in Turkey for more than thirty years.

From Ankara’s point of view, the creation of Kurdish
self-ruled regions, both in Syria and northern Iraq, would
represent “safe zones” from which terrorists could carry out
attacks against the Turkish territory and a potential catalyst
for Turkish Kurds’ demands for autonomy. Therefore, it
is not surprising that the Kurdish factor has dominated
Turkey’s policy in Syria, and in northern Iraq, over the
past few years. However, it has also been a major issue of
contention with the United States, due to their logistic and
financial suppo t to the YPG, which has been Washington’s
primary ally in the fig t against IS in Syria. These differing
views on the YPG have deeply affected relations between
the two NATO allies in the past few years.
At the same time, in an attempt to preserve its own vital interests in a deteriorating regional environment, Ankara has
gotten closer to Russia, which has emerged as the main
power broker in the Syrian confli t. Only with Moscow’s
blessing, was Turkey able to launch two different military
operations – Euphrates Shield in 2016 and Olive Branch
in the Syrian Kurdish canton of Afrin in 2018 – in order to
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establish two buffer zones in northern Syria and to impede
the territorial contiguity of Kurdish areas. In this context,
the presence of US troops in the north-eastern part of the
country has been considered an obstacle to Turkey’s plan
to completely clear the Kurdish militias from its border
with Syria. Turkish President Recep Erdogan warned the US
on multiple occasions to stop supporting the YPG and cooperate with Turkey. However, while in June 2018 Ankara
and Washington had reached an agreement on a roadmap
for the withdrawal of YPG troops from the Syrian city of
Manbij, this has not been implemented yet.
Against this backdrop, Ankara hailed President Donald Trump’s announcement of US troops’ withdrawal from Syria
last December. Indeed, this was perceived as an opportunity to have free hand and to fill the acuum left by Washington in order to establish a safe zone extending 32 kilometres from the Turkish border on the east of Euphrates. This
would serve not only to secure Turkey from the YPG, but
also to settle millions of Syrian refugees that live in Turkey
in this zone. However, as Turkey is not the only external
player aiming at taking advantage of the US’ departure, its
ambition soon clashed with other, confli ting, interests.
In this context, the United States’ declared withdrawal is
turning out to be more of a risk rather than an opportunity
for Ankara. First, Washington has not acceded the Turkish
plans for the establishment of a safe zone, on which there
is no common understanding, and has asked for guarantees for its Kurdish allies. Furthermore, while opposition to
the US presence was a common interest within the Astana
process between Turkey, on one side, and Russia and
Iran, on the other, the removal of this unifying factor has
opened a Pandora’s box, allowing further divergences to
emerge.
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However, while on one side Turkish authorities would
like to coordinate the withdrawal of US troops with
Washington, on the other Turkey’s actions in Syria cannot
overlook Russia. Even in this case, Turkey needs Moscow’s
imprimatur to establish a buffer zone in the area to the
east of Euphrates, which has become a very contentious
issue. Over the past few months, dialogue and diplomatic
activity between Ankara and Moscow have intensifie , and
included Erdogan’s visit to Russia to meet with President
Vladimir Putin. However, Russia’s green light is unlikely to
arrive this time. While in several occasions Moscow indulged Ankara’s moves, the two players’ interests are currently
too far to converge in the Syrian scenario. Kremlin’s ultimate goal in Syria is to reinstate Bashar al-Assad regime’s
control of all Syrian territory, including the Kurdish controlled areas in the north-east of the country. In mid-January,
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov clearly asserted that
this part of the country should return under the regime’s
control and that the Kurds in the region should find a so t
of accommodation with Damascus, without explaining
what this would entail. Differently from Turkey, the Kremlin
has never considered the PYD, and YPG, as terrorist organisations.
In addition, Russia’s statement warning that the establishment of a safe zone has to be agreed with the Assad
regime further complicates Turkey’s position. Indeed, this
does not seem to be an option on the table for Erdogan,
as Ankara has supported regime change in Damascus, as
well as a plethora of opposition forces. In view of a future
post-confli t settlement, Russia’s move may be seen as
an attempt to press Turkey to soften its stance towards
Damascus, whose main sponsor remains Moscow, and to
curb Turkish aspirations. On its side, Turkey is aware of the
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fact that eventually it has to come to a compromise with
the Assad regime, but the time for compromise is not ripe
yet. Ankara wants a security zone in Syria to be under its
exclusive control, but is facing increasing difficulties i
achieving its goal. Furthermore, recent developments in
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Syria, including the rapprochement of some Sunni countries (mainly United Arab Emirates and Egypt) with Bashar
al-Assad, do not play in Turkey’s favour and its influen e in
the Syrian scenario seems to be at stake.
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T

he collapse of the regional order in the Middle East,
with the subsequent reshuffling of egional balance, has led many to warn of an Iranian land bridge
stretching from Iran to the Mediterranean. Indeed, as argued by Professor Vali Nasr, it was regional instability that
allowed Iran to enhance its relative power and influen e
over the region: Iran did not cause, but defini ely benefi ed
from the collapse of the old order in the Arab world1.

In particular, the rise of Daesh across Iraq and Syria was
the main justific tion for Iranian involvement in these two
countries. Both the Syrian and the Iraqi campaigns were
portrayed as crucial to the prevention of terrorist attacks at
home, thus representing a matter of national security. The
official n rative of “resistance” outweighed more pragmatic concerns about the negative repercussions on both the
financial and the ideolo ical levels of Iran’s involvement
abroad. As outlined in this paper, “The handling of the Syria
crisis represented the first eal example of Iran’s foreign
policy being outsourced to the IRGC”2.
Iran’s resistance-narrative was not only tied to its counterterrorism effort but also, more importantly, included Iran’s
effort to maintain its strategic depth in the region. The strategy of forward defense – through the use of proxies and
the support of friendly governments – was used in order
to overcome Iran’s “strategic loneliness”. The loss of Syria
would have been detrimental to Tehran’s need to preserve
its supply lines and channel of communication with Hezbollah in Lebanon, a crucial element in order to exercise
deterrence against enemies in the region, Israel in particular. This was even truer for Iraq: having historically been a
significa t regional actor for Iran – at various points a foe,
a rival, and a strategic partner3 – Iraq could not be lost to
Daesh. As its fig ters were marching close to the Iranian
border, Tehran increased its involvement in the country.
Annalisa Perteghella is a Research Fellow for the ISPI Middle East and North
Africa Centre. She is an expert on Middle Eastern politics, with a particular
focus on Iran and the Gulf region.
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Today, with Daesh in territorial retreat, Iran maintains its
presence – although in different ways – in both Syria and
Iraq.
As far as Syria is concerned, the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC) maintains a presence aimed at preserving its military gains, but at the same time a parallel
diplomatic effort – the so-called Astana process – has been
launched by the Iranian Supreme National Security Council
in order to bring about ceasefi es and pave the way for
a negotiated solution to the war4. For Iran, the priority is
still to preserve Syria’s strategic orientation, i.e. keeping
it on the “allied side”, but at this late stage of the confli t
the concern is also to begin extracting dividends from the
impressive war effort. It is in this spirit that Iran, as well as
other regional players, has begun to eye reconstruction.
The award of contracts to construction companies linked
to the pasdaran would achieve the double result of compensating the IRGC’s war effort and keep Syria close.
In Iraq, the overall strategic objective remains to make sure
that Baghdad is strong enough but not too strong: Iran
does not want Iraq to represent a threat anymore, whether
in the form of an overarching, strong, state or in the form
of a fragmented, chaos-prone, entity. Here, the main instrument for Iranian leverage are the Popular Mobilization
Units (PMUs), at least those linked to the IRCG such as the
Badr Organization, Asaib Ahl al-Haq, and Kataib Hezbollah.
Although it is not possible to say that the PMUs are a mere
pawn in Iran’s hands, it will be equally important in the
next months to focus on the evolution of their role vis-à-vis
the Iraqi state5. Besides the fact that some of them have
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already entered politics – thus showing the will to replicate
the Hezbollah model – there is another issue to watch: for
how long will the marjayya of Najaf, a non-state authority,
be able to ensure their allegiance to the state?
Thus, the future of Syraq will be inevitably linked to the future evolution of Iran’s involvement not only in the region
stretching across Syria and Iraq, but more widely in the
two countries as a whole. In Syria, the strategy adopted by
Damascus and Tehran, in the first phase of the onfli t, of
radicalizing the opposition ended up fuelling terrorism. At
this stage, the genie is out of the bottle but the outcome
of next months’ negotiations between Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad and the rebels will be crucial for the future
of the region. In Iraq, the sectarian card played by former
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, Tehran’s close ally, as well
as the politics of retribution carried out by some PMUs in
villages inhabited by Sunni Arab tribes, have stained the
Iraqi social fabric. The de-politicization of religious identities and the strengthening of the Iraqi national identity,
with the transfer of allegiance to the state, will be key to
effective state-rebuilding.
As Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif pointed out at the 2017 Munich Security Conference, “the confli ts in Iraq, Syria, Yemen and Bahrain do not have military
solutions. Each requires a political solution where no genuine actor is excluded from the process or marginalized
in the outcome”6. The future of Syraq as well as the region,
thus also rests on Iran’s ability to shape, or its willingness to
allow, a truly inclusive post-confli t process.
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This article will focus on the strategic involvement of
Russia and China in Iraq’s and Syria’s energy industry,
focusing on the National Oil Companies (NOCs) of both
countries and their involvement in the most strategic
assets of the Middle East, oil and gas. Baghdad’s oil and gas
production is fundamental to strengthen the stability of
OPEC, while supporting policies against market volatility
in the whole world. Damascus is desperate to rebuild the
scattered industrial facilities of the country, mostly to allow
its shattered economy to recover once the Syrian Civil War
will be over. So, which geopolitical and geo-economic
factors have pushed Moscow and Beijing to play a leading
role in Iraq’s and Syria’s oil and gas sectors’ contemporary
scenario? What are their main interests in shaping their
development?
The strategic interests of the Russian Federation in Iraqi
and Syrian energy
Energy companies are primary actors of Moscow’s contemporary foreign policy. In the Middle East, their prominence
is constantly increasing, capitalizing the country’s multilateral political commitments in Iraq, while openly sustaining President Bashar al-Assad in Syria.
With respect to the Iraqi context, Lukoil is one of the major
players in the country’s oil recovery, where it manages
75% stakes of the West Qurna-2 giant oilfiel . The project
achieved the first oil p oduction in 2014 and, so far, it
represents the largest incremental production in Iraq,
producing around 400,000 barrels per day (bpd) and representing almost 12% of country’s total exports1. Rosneft
and Gazprom, respectively the Russian oil and natural gas
state-run companies, are equally present in Iraq. The fi ms
are proxy agents of the government’s agenda, strengthening and advancing the political and commercial interests
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of Moscow in one of the leading OPEC members. However,
Rosneft and Gazprom are also in competition with each
other, to enhance their respective positions within the
regional energy scenario.
Yet, the main game for Russian companies is now in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI). Gazprom Neft is participating in several oil and gas exploration projects in the region. However, the gas colossus schemes have been so far
delayed due to logistical and security concerns. Gazprom
is also managing the Badra field in Eas ern Iraq, cooperating with an international consortium. On the other side,
Rosneft has also substantially increased its activities in KRI
and the rest of Iraq, becoming a key player in its the energy
security. Since February 2017, Rosneft has signed manifold
deals with the KRI government for a total value of over US$
3.5 billion, securing a long-term partnership with the local
government. Essentially, these arrangements reinforced
the quest for the KRI’s independent management of its
oil&gas resources. Rosneft has also continued exploration activities in the rest of the country, discovering new
reserves in Block-12, in south-eastern Iraq, which could be
added to exports. Lastly, in May 2018 Rosneft signed an
agreement for the development of gas reserves in the KRI.
The deal foresees the construction of a gas pipeline for
exports to Turkey, which would entail a direct competition
to Gazprom’s monopoly in pipeline supplies to Ankara and
Europe.
Coming to the Syrian scenario, Russian efforts to militarily
support Assad have so far allowed Moscow to increase its
stance as a reliable and strategic partner to many Middle Eastern countries. Due to an enduring capacity of its
leadership to employ energy assets as a foreign policy tool,
Russia has been increasingly interested in optimizing mili-
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tary gains achieved in Syria to pursue broader geopolitical
and geo-economic goals.
Due to the strategic location of Syria, Russia is now focused
on shaping the future of the country’s oil and gas sectors.
In January 2018, a “road map” agreement was signed for
the reconstruction of several assets between Moscow and
Damascus. In broader terms, the agreement sets the manner in which Russia will rehabilitate the damaged infrastructures of the country, while forming the next generation of Syrian oilmen. Gazprom, Rosneft or Tatneft, which
has already developed reserves in the country, are the
most likely to join the effort. Moreover, Russian presence
in Syria gives Moscow a way to influen e the future of the
regional energy landscape. Before 2011 Damascus was discussing oil and gas pipeline agreements with partners in
Iran, Egypt and Iraq. In particular, Stroytransgaz, a Russian
service company, signed a deal with Baghdad to connect
those fields ope ated by Lukoil and Gazprom, respectively
in Iraq and the KRI, with the Syrian port of Baniyas. In order
to achieve this goal, it planned the construction of an oil
pipeline. Interestingly, the location of Baniyas is only 35km
north of the Russian naval base of Tartus.
The strategic interests of the People’s Republic of China in
Iraqi and Syrian energy
Alongside Russia, another external player is increasingly interested in advancing its interests in the region, expanding
its role in Iraq and Syria. China became the world largest
importer of crude oil in 20172. Securing the availability of
oil and the stability of markets is a primary concern for the
leadership of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in Beijing.
In 2018 Iraq accounted for nearly 9% of all oil supplies
to China, second only to imports from Saudi Arabia. Iraq
remains a fundamental partner in China’s foreign policy
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in the Middle East and a stable provider of much-needed
oil to ensure Beijing’s energy security. In fact, China has
an extensive history of interactions with the oil and gas
industry of Iraq, benefiting f om solid commercial relations
established after the ‘opening up’ and Deng Xiaoping
reforms since 1978 onwards. A subsidiary of China National
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) started operations in Iraq
and Kuwait back in the early 1980s, offering its logistic
apparatus and skilled workforce. The US invasion of Iraq,
in 2003, deeply upset China’s leadership, especially as the
top 6 suppliers of oil to China at that time were all Middle
Eastern countries. Among those, Iraq figu ed second only
to Saudi Arabia3. It is now evident that CNPC has become
one of the biggest beneficia ies of the post-war oil & gas situation in Iraq, as the company secured its strong position
in the upstream management of the industry.
Nowadays, Chinese companies are present in approximately 20% of Iraqi oilfields and their xpansion is far from
being tempered. Deals, in order to increase the share of
Iraqi oil fl wing to China, have been on the table for years,
especially as Baghdad lowered its export prices in 2013,
seeking to expand its Asian market portfolio. China’s remaining National Oil Companies (NOCs), including SINOPEC
and CNOOC are stakeholders in some of the biggest
projects developing in the country. The former has focused
on exploration and production in the KRI, where Beijing
has officially opposed the s ession of the region from
Iraq, due to its long-standing policy in favour of national
territorial integrity4. However, China has all the political
and economic reasons to considerably gain from an independent management of oil & gas reserves by Erbil in the
future.
Syria, instead, has a very different energy outlook compa-
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red to Iraq. Its oil and gas resources cannot have a serious
impact on the global energy market and Damascus has
never played an important role as an exporter of raw materials. However, due to the close ties developed throughout
the Civil War between Beijing and Damascus, President Assad has referred many times to China as a “good” partner5.
China has keenly supported Damascus through diplomatic, logistical and humanitarian assistance. At the same
time, rumours had emerged about a possible intervention
of Chinese Special Forces in Syria, that sought to target
Uyghur jihadists fig ters in the country, in order to prevent
the risk of spreading tensions in Xinjiang if these fig ters
were to return from the areas of confli t6.
Now China, jointly opposing with Russia any efforts to
sanction Syria in the UNSC, can engage Damascus at a privileged level. The Syrian Ministry of Petroleum and Mineral
Resources Ali Suleiman Ghanem has estimated in early
2015 that the confli t disrupted facilities for a value of over
US$ 27 billion. China’s investments in this sector could help
strengthen the partnership with Assad, contributing to the
efforts of stabilizing the country while helping to praise
the New Silk Road’s beneficial impa ts on the Middle East.
CNPC, which produced modest quantities of oil from several fields be ore 2011, is also a stakeholder in the two largest Syrian oil companies, the Syrian Petroleum Company
and Al Furat Petroleum. Syrian offshore reserves in the
Mediterranean Sea are very promising in terms of natural
gas reserves and CNOOC is a suitable partner for the exploration and production activities. Moreover, the Five-Year
Plan for 2011-2015, elaborated before the war, pledged a
development of renewable energy sources in which China
can play a leading role in the future, by establishing a domestic market for wind and solar energy in Syria.
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Russia and China both show high capabilities to project
their strategic interests in the area through NOCs. Still,
despite the common opposition to the US predominant influen e in the region, Beijing and Moscow display different
approaches in advancing their goals in Iraq and Syria. On
the one hand, Russia has recently strengthened its confidence in the Middle East, and seems more than proficie t
in exploiting its energy companies as strategic and foreign
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6. “Chinese Troops Arrive in Syria to Fight Uyghur Rebels”, Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, 20 December 2017.
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