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The Fortnight in Review
Turkey Established a "National Army"

Kurdish-Syrian Talks in Damascus

Turkey has established a “National Army” of 35,000 rebel fighters
in the northwest, in an effort to secure control along their border
region, whilst attempting to eliminate factional rivalry between rebel
groups. Such a move would complicate Assad’s aim of recovering
“every inch” of Syria. Turkey has begun rebuilding schools and
hospitals along with allied Syrian forces. Colonel Haitham Afisi,
head of the Turkish National Army, described a newly established
military police that represents “the force of law and justice and not
a rival to any other faction”, and factions have also been banned
from operating their own jails and courts and from carrying out
extra-judicial arrests. Recruits graduating in al-Bab were recently
attacked by an unidentified attacker. Turkey entered Syria in two
offensives, “Euphrates Shield” in 2016-17, which pushed out IS
and Kurdish fighters from between Azaz and Jarablus, and “Olive
Branch” in 2018 which captured the adjoining Afrin region from the
Kurdish YPG. In addition, Turkey has established 12 military posts
in Idlib province and adjoining areas southwest of Afrin, under an
agreement with Russia and Iran, in order to establish a “deescalation” agreement in the Idlib area. Afisi said the National
Army could be quickly merged with Turkish-backed rebels in Idlib
in the event of an offensive on Idlib, and he listed three enemies:
Assad, the PKK and Islamic State.

Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) from Qamishli were in
Damascus last week for further talks with the government. The
SDF, supported by the US, controls around a quarter of Syrian
territory, and are said to be negotiating a political deal to keep their
autonomy. They are in a different position to other groups fighting
in Syria, as led by the Kurdish YPG militia, they have generally
avoided conflict with Assad, aiming to secure Kurdish rights rather
than overthrow the government. Their political wing, the SDC
(Syrian Democratic Council), were seeking talks on
decentralization and the constitution, co-chair Riad Darar said.

UN estimates 20-30,000 ISIS fighters in Syria & Iraq
Research released by the UN this week details an estimated 2030,000 IS fighters in desert areas around the Iraq-Syria border
region, despite the deaths of many of their leaders.These figures
are in stark contrast to previous figures from US Intelligence
numbering IS fighters in the region at 6,000. In addition the UN
reports that IS still has hundreds of millions of dollars in funding.
This week saw an Iraqi airstrike on an alleged IS “operations room”
in Syria where fighters were said to be planning cross-border
attacks.

Peacebuilding Corner
Refugees in Germany Fill Apprenticeship Positions
Thanks to an increase in applicants from the refugee
populations from Syria and Afghanistan, German companies
have been able to fill more apprenticeship placements for onthe-job training. Germany has been suffering from a shortage
of manual labour, however the number of new trainees with
no German citizenship rose by 10,500, helping to increase the
overall number of new vocational training contracts by 5,700
to 515,700 in 2017, according to the German Federal
Statistics Office. The so-called 3+2 rule aimed at facilitating
integration allows asylum seekers to continue on-the-job
training over three years and then work for another two years
under certain conditions even if their asylum requests are
rejected. The plan provides security for German companies
which invest in asylum seekers and do not want to lose skilled
workers after the initial training period. Germany had
previously been struggling to fill places in vocational training
as young Germans preferred the higher social status of going
to university to study.
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Government Troops Turn Towards Idlib
Government troops have retaken most of the province of southwest Dera’a, and has now turned their focus towards Idlib, the last
major rebel stronghold. Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu has said he hopes that Turkey and Russia can find a
solution for Idlib, where the majority of rebels from previous
enclaves such as Gouta and Yarmouk were sent with their families.
An influx of displaced people has roughly doubled the population to
around 2.5 million, described as a “dumping ground” for evacuees
by the UN. Between mid-June and the end of July, 184,000 people
were displaced by battles in the south, including over 10,000 who
went to Idlib and the northern Aleppo governorate.Airstrikes and
shelling in Idlib province already started last week, with both sides
gearing up for a major battle. However the Turkish Foreign
Minister, ahead of a meeting with his Russian counterpart Sergei
Lavrov, spoke of the importance of distinguishing civilians from
“terrorists” in the city. Idlib is currently controlled by a vast number
of rebel groups, some moderate and some less so. The Syrian
army dropped leaflets over Idlib province on Thursday, urging
people to agree to a return of state rule, and stating that the war
was coming to an end. The Health Cluster Bulletin, published by a
group of health-focused aid agencies led by the World Health
Organization, has warned that an offensive on the city of Idlib and
its’ surrounding countryside could uproot 700,000 people. The U.N.
regional humanitarian coordinator Panos Moumtzis said in June
that the governorate’s entire population of 2.5 million could be
displaced and could move towards the Turkish border if there was
a major battle, and that such a battle would be much more
complicated and brutal than anything seen so far in the seven-year
war. The health cluster report included a map (see right) showing
the breakdown of the population in southern and eastern parts of
the governorate, implying that the displacement scenario was
based on an attack by government forces from the south and east.
The map shows population estimates in four zones from the
frontline up to the Latakia-Aleppo highway and the Hama-Aleppo
highway, with a total of 993,000 people in those zones.

Explosion in Sarmada
At least 36 people were killed in Sarmada, near Idlib, following an
explosion which brought down a six-storey building. The building
was allegedly storing weapons and ammunition, but civilians and
IDPs were living there according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights.
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$50 bn Russian Investment in Iran
Putin announces a $50bn investment in Iran’s oil and gas industry,
as US sanctions take hold once again. The move is widely
perceived as a means to forcing Iran to retreat from Syria, leaving
Assad to make a final push in Idlib and consolidate his power
without too much Iranian interference. The move comes as a
meeting is announced for next week between US National Security
Advisor Bolton and his Russian counterpart Nikolai Patrushev in
Geneva, which will discuss arms control treaties and Iran’s role in
Syria. Russia’s foreign ministry has also announced that a fourway summit on Syria will take place soon, with Russia, Turkey,
France and Germany in attendance.
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