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A report published by Washington Times on Monday claims that the United States has considered a
series of new military strikes against the Syrian Government following the emergence of reports suggesting
that government forces used chemical weapons. The report claims that the US President Donald Trump
requested options for punishing Damascus, particularly after a series of chlorine gas attacks in East Ghouta
on February 25th. There are conflicting accounts as to who held which side of the debate. However, one
insider claims that the National Security Adviser H.R. McMaster was in favour of strikes while Secretary of
Defence James Mattis was “adamantly” against. The renewed prospect of military strikes against the Syrian
Government forces comes less than a year after the US launched a series of missiles on the Shayrat Airbase
due to its alleged involvement in the sarin gas attack in Khan Sheikoun. More significantly, the frequency of
reports alleging chemical weapons use has picked up in recent weeks, particularly in East Ghouta. The
Syrian Government’s Ambassador to the United Nations, Bashar al-Jaafari, had also alleged that the Syrian
Opposition is planning to conduct a series of chlorine gas attacks in Idlib and blame Damascus for it. With
the matter of chemical weapons so visibly in the public eye, it is evident that Washington is assessing its
options in order to take decisive action if and when the situation warrants it.

Russia seems to have also taken notice of the increased frequency of claims relating to the use of
chemical weapons and the calls for action. On Tuesday, Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov called for the
setting up of an impartial international commission to determine the veracity of chemical weapons use.
Peskov added that only the conclusions of such a commission could serve as the credible basis for any such
accusation. When asked about prospective strikes against Syria by the US, Peskov said that Kremlin hopes
nothing that breaches international law would be done.

On Monday, a group of politicians belonging to Germany's Alternative für Deutschland (AfD)
political party arrived in Damascus to meet with the officials of the Syrian Government. Of particular
significance, the delegation met with the Grand Mufti of the Syrian Arab Republic, Ahmad Badr al-Din
Hassoum, discussing the matter of Syrian refugees in Germany. According to a statement by the party after
the meeting, Hassoum told the delegation that he is convinced that 70% of the Syrian refugees will return to
Syria once the conflict is over and called on German-Syrian cooperation to facilitate this. The AfD built up a
significant following in Germany based on criticising the open-door policy towards Syrian refugees. The
party was also accused of Islamophobia. Hassoum’s statements will likely allow the party to legitimise its
anti-refugee stance while deflecting accusations of Islamophobia, citing meeting with an Islamic authority.
The party’s overtures to Damascus is part of a wider effort by Europe’s far right parties to build ties with
Damascus, since many of them view President Bashar al-Assad favourably due to the perception that he is
opposed to jihadists. Indeed, Damascus itself has launched a charm in Europe in recent times. Last week,
there were reports that the head of Syrian National Security Office, Ali Mamlouk, visited Rome to discuss
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“counter-terrorism” cooperation with the Italian Government. The recent electoral gains made by the right-
wing nativist Five Star Movement will likely push Rome and Damascus closer.

Amidst these developments, clashes across Syria have continued. Having so far been unable to hold
back the Turkish-backed Syrian National Army (SNA) rebels in Afrin, the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
have announced that they will be pulling some 1,700 fighters operating under the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) from Deir ez-Zour and deploy them to Afrin. In addition to the YPG, Jaish al-Thuwar and the
Northern Democratic Brigade, one of the few Free Syrian Army (FSA) factions operating as part of the SDF,
also announced that they will be deploying to Afrin to aid the YPG. The massive redeployment of SDF
personnel towards Afrin will likely have a negative effect on the anti-Islamic State (IS) operations in Deir ez-
Zour. Indeed, Pentagon spokesperson Colonel Rob Manning confirmed that the Operation Jazira Storm of
the SDF had entered an “operational pause”. The redeployment confirms US Secretary of Defence James
Mattis's fears that Turkey's Operation Olive Branch could result in a “distraction” from the anti-IS fight.
Indeed, fearing that the IS will regroup, the Iraqi Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU) have reportedly gone
on high alert to prevent cross-border attacks. Perhaps of greater concern, Jaish al-Thuwar is one of the
factions that received heavier US weapons, vehicles and equipment as part of the anti-IS campaign. Some of
these weapons, vehicles and equipment was easily visible in the photos posted by the group as it announced
its redeployment. The appearance of such equipment in Afrin will likely exacerbate Turkish suspicions of
Washington.

It remains to be seen if these redeployments will aid the YPG in Afrin. Over the course of Monday
evening and Tuesday, the SNA continued to make gains around Afrin. In the Jinderes region, the SNA
captured the Hamu Hill and the nearby village of Qurayriyah while shelling the town of Jinderes itself.
Further north, the SNA continued to make gains around Sharanli, capturing the villages of Khirbet Shiran
and Shirkan before capturing the town of Sharanli itself, thus gaining control of another district centre.
Since then, the SNA also captured the village of Metinli. With these gains, the SNA is now eight kilometres
away from Afrin City itself. Indeed, in conjunction with the gains from Jinderes, it would appear that the
SNA is preparing to hit Afrin from both north and the south.

In Damascus’ East Ghouta suburb, heavy fighting has continued unabated overnight. On Monday
evening, there were reports of the rebel group Faylaq al-Rahman launching a counter-offensive against the
Syrian Arab Army (SAA), regaining some ground in Rayhan, Hawsh al-Ashairi and Muhammadiyah and
resulting in heavy fighting in those villages. However, it would appear that the SAA regained the initiative
on Tuesday morning, announcing the capture of Hawsh al-Ashairi. There remains conflicting information
from pro-Government sources on whether Rayhan itself has been captured or not.

Meanwhile, there are signs that the rebel control in a number of other areas is faltering. On Monday
evening, the rebel group Jaish al-Islam announced its retreat fromMisraba, reportedly after an agreement
with the government forces. Pro-rebel sources indicated that the only force in the village are the locals who
will ensure that the government forces do not transgress upon the local population. If true, this would
suggest that the rebel-held East Ghouta has effectively been split in half.

Another indicator of the rebel control slipping came from the town of Hammouriyah. On Tuesday
afternoon, pro-Government sources claimed that a group of protesters arrived at the town centre and pulled
the Syrian Government flag up while calling at Faylaq al-Rahman to leave the town. The Syrian pro-
Government news channel al-Ikhbariya also claimed speaking to a local community leader by the name of
Shiekh Abd al-Aziz Kuki who confirmed that protests against the rebel groups was underway and the locals
wanted the SAA to enter the town. These claims are contrasted by the reports of pro-Opposition media
which reported that a chlorine gas attack had taken place in the town this morning.
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Shortly after the reports of protests in Hammouriyah, similar protests were reported in the town of
Saqba. Photos posted from the town show protesters raising the Syrian flag like the protesters in
Hammouriyah while chanting pro-Assad slogans.

Russian and Syrian fighter jets launched a series of airstrikes in the city of Jisr al-Shugour in
western Idlib and Lataminah in northern Hama. According to pro-Government news sources, the airstrikes
came after the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) launched an attack on the SAA positions in northern Latakia
and near the Ghab Plains in northern Hama.

36 people were killed on Tuesday afternoon when a Russian An-26 Transport Plane crashed near the
Hmeimim Airbase in Latakia. Initial reports suggest that the crash was due to a technical error, possibly as a
result of the plane missing the tarmac.

The SAA announced the formation of a new unit called the “Sanadid Al-Jazeera Shield”. According
to insiders, the group will be part of the Russian-trained 5th Corps and will use the town of Zor Shammar in
Raqqa as its headquarters. The group reportedly includes many fighters from the Shammar Tribe. It is likely
intended to provide the SAA with local auxiliaries while acting as a potential recruiter for the Shammar
tribal fighters that are still affiliated with the SDF.


