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Syria Daily Intelligence Report – 31 July 2017 

 

 Over the weekend, a number of reports have emerged in United States’ media 

shedding light at President Donald Trump’s decision to cut the CIA program to arm 

Syrian rebel groups. The report, quoting leaked White House sources, claims that on 

early 2017, President Trump watched the infamous video taken during the Battle of 

Aleppo in 2016 during which militants belonging to Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki 

beheaded a child that was accused of fighting for the Palestinian pro-government 

militia, Liwa al-Quds. President Trump reportedly questioned his staff as to why the 

CIA had provided support for the group and whether any other similar groups had 

been supported. Finding the responses of staff unsatisfactory and noting that many of 

the CIA-backed groups had fought alongside al-Qaeda affiliates, the President 

reportedly decided to pull the plug. If these leaks are true, they paint a new picture 

over the President’s decision to end the program and the motivations behind, as well 

as lend credence to the suddenness of the announcement. 

 

 On Sunday, a flurry of reports emerged from the rebel-held Idlib Province that 

the rebel group Ahrar al-Sham is undergoing a leadership shuffle. The reports, which 

have not yet been officially confirmed, suggest that the group’s current leader, Abu 

Ammar al-Omar is to be replaced with Hassan Soufan and a new head of military 

operations, Abu Saleh Tahan, is to be appointed. Soufan (also going by the name 

“Abu al-Bara”) is a relatively little known figure. Born in Latakia in 1979, he went to 

Saudi Arabia for university. In 2005, he was arrested and deported by Saudi 

authorities on undisclosed charges. Upon arrival to Syria, he was interned in the 

infamous Saydnaya Prison where he remained until 2016, when he was released as 

part of a prisoner exchange. His political beliefs are unclear as he has been described 

by both allies and enemies as a hard-line Salafist, democratic secularist and 

everything in between. However, he is known to have been a close associate of the 

original founders of Ahrar al-Sham who were also imprisoned in Saydnaya Prison. 

Therefore, he likely aligns closely with the predecessor of the group, the Syrian 

Branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. 

 

 The announcement of his appointment, although unconfirmed, is not 

surprising. Over the past weeks, Ahrar al-Sham has suffered major political and 

military defeats at the hands of Hayy’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). The defeats have 

effectively spelled the end of Ahrar al-Sham’s attempts to absorb all other rebel 

groups and eclipse the HTS. Meanwhile, Abu Ammar al-Omar’s pro-Turkish stance 

has become increasingly under pressure due to fears of an impending Turkish 

intervention in Idlib and concerns that the group has become a proxy of Ankara rather 

than an authentic, Syrian Nationalist group with Islamist credentials. Having gained 

political and military superiority over Ahrar al-Sham, the HTS is now likely looking 

to consolidate its political positions and get the two groups to align closer. As a figure 

likely uninfluenced by Turkey (due to being imprisoned until 2016), Soufan likely 

represents a feasible Syrian Islamist-Nationalist leadership for Ahrar al-Sham that 

will drive the group closer to the HTS. 

 

 Meanwhile, rebel factions within Ahrar al-Sham continue to leave the group 

and join the HTS. On Monday morning, a minor group, Kataib al-Ukhwat from 

Ma’arat Hamra announced that it was leaving Ahrar al-Sham and joining the HTS. 
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 While Ahrar al-Sham continues to be bedevilled by political turbulence, the 

HTS continues to solidify its hold on the parts it controls. Over the weekend, the 

group issued a number of legal decrees. Many of these decrees, such as one issued on 

Sunday putting regulations of deforestation, relate to day-to-day running of the 

government and not significant. The group has also announced that it is opening a 

complaints office in Kafr Nabel, that it is dissolving the local civilian council in Kafr 

Nabudah and replacing it with a Shura Council and that it now controls Idlib’s 

electrical administration that was previously managed by Ahrar al-Sham. Taken as a 

whole, these decrees suggest that the HTS is looking to provide greater governance in 

the areas it controls. This is a sensible move, as the HTS has been consistently 

criticised for failing to provide day-to-day governance and, instead, focusing on 

grandiose projects.  

 

 In Daraa, 57 rebel factions, many of them affiliated with the Free Syrian Army 

(FSA) announced on Sunday that they have agreed to a merger under a centralised 

leadership, banner and commander. While no further details have been released, the 

initiative bears resemblance to similar efforts by Turkey to merge the FSA factions in 

northern Syria into a coherent command structure under the banner of the Syrian 

National Army. If successful, it would be feasible for the northern and southern 

factions to merge in the near-future.  

 

 Amidst these developments, clashes across Syria have continued. In Raqqa 

City, heavy fighting continued over the weekend between the Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF) and the Islamic State (IS). Fighting over the weekend was concentrated 

in the districts of Rawda, Old Raqqa, Hisham Abdulmalik, Nazlah Shehada, Darya, 

Nahda and parts of Baryd. As a whole, progress has been slow amidst continued 

counterattacks by the militants in the form of car bombs and suicide bombers. An 

SDF checkpoint in Nazlah Shehada reported having been targeted by seven car bombs 

on Saturday alone. The SDF has refused to comment on the number of casualties. 

However, the frequency of photos and videos taken at funerals for SDF fighters has 

shown a marked increase, suggesting a growing number of casualties.  

 

 In southern Raqqa countryside, the Syrian Arab Army’s (SAA) Tiger Forces, 

backed by the tribal Sons of Raqqa militia has continued to make gains against the 

positions of the IS. On Monday, the government forces announced that they have 

taken control of the villages of Ghanem Ali, Jubayla, al-Rabiya and Abu Matar. The 

government forces also reported the first official entry into northern Deir ez-Zour 

countryside along the Raqqa provincial borders, capturing Wadi Humaymah, Wadi al-

Turab and Wadi al-Kharayij. Pro-government observers report that the government 

forces have suffered heavy casualties during the latest push, owing to a series of 

suicide attacks on their positions. 37 government fighters were reported killed and 

another 50 injured.  

 

In northern Aleppo countryside, there has been a steady uptick of clashes 

between the FSA, backed by the Turkish Armed Forces (TSK) and the People's 

Protection Units (YPG). On Sunday, the YPG reported that the TSK crossed the 

border with Syria and entered the countryside surrounding Kobani with bulldozers 

and digging equipment. The YPG has opened warning fire on the TSK, resulting with 

the troops and the equipment pulling back. The TSK has been steadily building a 
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border wall with Syria since 2016. Parts of those walls have been on Syrian territory 

and the TSK is accused of annexing Syrian land. 

 

Intense clashes between the FSA and the YPG were also reported around the 

village of Hamran, north of Manbij. The YPG reportedly attempted to make a push 

towards the FSA positions, resulting with clashes. Although open fighting has since 

stopped, the area remains insecure. Sniper fire has been reported in a number of areas 

surrounding the region. 

 

Further east, the YPG has reportedly shelled the FSA-held town of Jibrin on 

Sunday. The TSK retaliated, shelling the YPG-held towns of Qamiya, Ayn Daqnah 

and Balda Meng.   

 

 Meanwhile, the Turkish Gendarmerie has come under fire after a video was 

posted online showing Turkish border guards abusing two Syrian civilians who were 

allegedly crossing the border near Jarablus illegally. The TSK issued a statement on 

Sunday, stating that an investigation has been started on the personnel involved, while 

the Syrians mistreated were given medical attention.  

 

 On Monday, there were reports of leaflets being dropped by the SAA on the 

towns of Kafr Hamrah and Anadan/Haritan in the western Aleppo countryside. The 

leaflets warned civilians to “Get out or wait for death” and claimed that the towns, 

which are controlled by the HTS, fall under the de-escalation agreement. Whether this 

suggests that the SAA is preparing for a new offensive in western Aleppo remains to 

be seen. 

 

 In the town of Najjar in southern Aleppo countryside, a suicide attacker 

targeted a meeting between the representatives of the local tribes, the HTS and Ahrar 

al-Sham, three guards were killed and a number of attendees injured. Although no 

group has taken responsibility, the IS has been held culpable for the attack.  

 

 Anti-HTS protests have taken place on Sunday in the town of Ma’arat 

Nu’man, southern Idlib countryside. The protesters have raised the “Revolution Flag” 

commonly associated with the FSA and tore down the HTS flag. Split between the 

HTS and the FSA, Ma’arat Nu’man has long been the side of simmering anti-HTS 

sentiments. Protests have frequently turned to riots, most frequently in early summer 

2017. With the HTS gaining superiority across Idlib, it remains to be seen if the 

protesters can retain their anti-HTS stance. 

 

 The rebel-held “Rastan pocket” in the northern Homs countryside has 

witnessed an uptick of shelling and rocket attacks on Monday, despite the area being 

covered under the de-escalation agreement. Shelling has targeted the towns of Teldo 

and Houla in the western Axis.  

 

 In the eastern Homs countryside, the SAA has made further gains around the 

IS-held town of Sukhnah, capturing the southern and western approaches of the town. 

According to pro-government observers, fighting in and around the town has been 

intense and the SAA has sustained a number of casualties, including Brigadier 

General Muhsin Jamieh of the 5
th

 Corps. Also killed during the clashes was Khalid al-

Khateeb, a reporter for Russia Today embedded with the SAA. 
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 The evacuation of the HTS militants from Lebanon’s Arsal Barrens continued 

over the weekend. In addition to the militants, some 5000 civilians from the region 

have also opted to leave for Idlib, bringing the total number of evacuees to 9000. 

Much of Sunday and Monday saw the first batch of evacuees getting into buses, with 

the full evacuation to be completed within a period of days. As part of the evacuation 

agreement, the Lebanese Hezbollah and the HTS have exchanged bodies dead 

fighters, as well as prisoners.  

 

 In the Damascene suburb of east Ghouta, hostilities between the government 

forces and the FSA-affiliated Faylaq al-Rahman briefly paused over the weekend, 

pending a ceasefire negotiation. By Sunday, the negotiations had reportedly failed and 

shelling across the Faylaq al-Rahman-controlled districts along the western axis of 

east Ghouta resumed on Monday, targeting Jobar in particular. The resumption of the 

bombardment comes amidst the publication of a report by the Syrian Civil Defence 

(also known as White Helmets) that 156 people have been killed in east Ghouta from 

airstrikes and shelling since the implementation of the de-escalation zones. 

 

 In Deir ez-Zour City, the SAA carried out a major operation on Saturday, with 

the intent of cutting IS’ access to the Provincial Graveyard. The government forces 

reportedly dug tunnels and a trench to surround the militants, subsequently cutting off 

one of the two access points into the cemetery. The area, as well as the nearby 

Thardeh Mountain has been long contested between the SAA and the IS. The area 

bisects the city, separating the two SAA-controlled enclaves from each other. 

 

 In Hasakah, the local authorities responded to the accusations by Syriac rights 

groups that the accusations that the Asayish (Kurdish Police) or the YPG was 

responsible for the death of the Syriac academic Dr. Elias Ishaq. The authorities 

claimed that both the Asayish and the YPG remained committed to public safety in 

Hasakah and that the killer had been identified as Nazir Georgianan, a relative of 

Ishaq and that the motive was a personal conflict over money. While Dr. Ishaq's death 

may well turn out to have been motivated by financial rather than political aims, the 

accusations that followed highlights the heightened tensions that run throughout the 

region. 

 


