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The scenarios presented in
this volume suggest Syria’s
multi-layered conflict will re-
main unresolved by 2030.

European policymakers should
seek to influence trajectories
toward greater stability by in-
cluding relevant Syrian actors
in conflict resolution fora, by
supporting Kurdish-Kurdish
and Kurdish-Kurdish-Turkish
talks, and by engaging in con-
versations with regional stake-
holders aimed at constructive
engagement and long-term
stabilization in Syria.

The EU and its member states
should increase their engage-
ment for early recovery and
local development initiatives
across Syria, and continue the
fight against the IS, going
beyond purely military and
repressive means.
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CONCEIVABLE SCENARIOS

FOR SYRIA IN 2030

Introduction, Main Findings, and Entry Points for European Policies

Muriel Asseburg and Salam Said

After more than ten years of war in Syria, a peaceful and in-
clusive political settlement of the conflict is still a long way
off. Five foreign states (Iran, Israel, Russia, Turkey, and the
UsS), as well as a multitude of domestic and foreign militias
have a military presence on the ground. In addition to the Is-
rael-occupied Golan Heights, four de facto zones of influ-
ence have emerged: the area controlled by the government
in Damascus, comprising about 70 per cent of Syrian territo-
ry; northeast Syria (NES) governed by the Autonomous Ad-
ministration of North and East Syria (AANES); northwest
Syria (or: Idlib province), ruled by the Syrian Salvation Gov-
ernment (55G); and northern Aleppo, controlled by Turkey
and — formally — ruled by the opposition-led Syrian Interim
Government (SIG). While large-scale military operations
have been reduced significantly over the last few years, lim-
ited military operations have continued and the boundaries
between the zones shifted (for areas of control and main
military bases, see the map on p. 48).

The UN-led negotiation process between regime and op-
position forces, which is based on UN Security Council (UN-
SC) Resolution 2254 and envisages power sharing and sub-
stantial political reform, has failed to bring about any agree-
ment between the sides. Nor have the UN-led talks on con-
stitutional reform led anywhere. And while the Astana for-
mat has provided for a balance between Russia, Turkey, and
Iran, it has not managed to come up with any long-term ar-
rangements or solve any of the underlying tensions either.
The current military balance therefore remains precarious:
having lost territorial control in 2019, the so-called Islamic

*  All the articles in this volume (except for one) are based on input and
discussions during a closed workshop on scenarios for Syria coor-
ganized by the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP) and the Frie-
drich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) in November 2021 in Berlin. The meeting
built on two earlier workshops on issues around the societal dimen-
sion of the future reconstruction of Syria in March 2018 and on the
challenges of stabilization, reconciliation, recovery, and return in No-
vember 2019. The Russian military invasion of Ukraine at the end of
February 2022 occurred after the contributions to this volume were
finalized. While it is likely to impact the humanitarian situation in
Syria as well as geopolitical dynamics with regards to Syria, the pre-
sented scenarios remain relevant.

State (IS) remains active; there is continued infighting
among opposition groups as well as between them, Turkey,
and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)/the People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG); Israel has continued to attack targets
linked to Iran and Iran-backed militias; and the regime has
not given up on regaining control over the whole of Syria
and has continued its attacks in Idlib.

While the time of nationwide armed conflict is over, millions
of civilians in Syria still suffer from violence, which continues
to put their lives and livelihoods at risk. In 2020 in Idlib prov-
ince alone, there were almost one million internally dis-
placed people (IDPs)." Overall, according to the UN, about
six million Syrians have fled to other countries, mainly in the
region; 6.7 million Syrians remain IDPs, 2.8 million of whom
live in Idlib and northern Aleppo, mostly in camps with dire
and inhumane conditions. In total, 13.4 million Syrians (al-
most 80 per cent of the total remaining population) depend
on aid, of which 6.7 million are children.? In addition, the
large-scale destruction of basic infrastructure (hospitals, wa-
ter facilities, schools, etc.) presents a huge challenge for sta-
bilization and recovery efforts.® The lack of basic infrastruc
ture and security not only leaves millions of Syrian children
out of school and with no prospects for a better future, it al-
so drives hundreds of thousands of young Syrian jobseekers
to enroll in armed groups, become involved in illicit (drug)
trafficking, or try to leave the country.

While the war and violence are the main reasons for this cat-
astrophic humanitarian situation, the severe crisis the Syrian
economy has been experiencing since 2019 has further in-
creased the hardship of the country’s population, especially
for those living below the poverty line.# The main features of
this crisis are: a decline in local production and exports,
looming state bankruptcy and mass unemployment, as well
as a huge depreciation of the Syrian pound and high infla-
tion rates, which have led to increasing costs of living, a de-
crease in real wages, and a widening of the social gap. In
this context, Lebanon’s financial crisis has been a key driver.5
The COVID-19 pandemic, which broke out in March 2020,
placed an additional burden on the people and the econo-



my. The pandemic has hit the inhabitants of densely popu-
lated areas and IDP camps particularly hard, with the most
vulnerable being worst affected in the absence of efficient
crisis management, adequate public health infrastructure,
and means of protection against infection.®

Since 2011, the US and Europe have imposed a series of
sanctions on the Assad regime. While these sanctions have
failed to have a tangible effect on the behavior of Damascus,
they have triggered a range of adverse spillover effects on
Syria’s economy, which has hit the population Syria-wide.” In
combination with the war economy, widespread corruption,
clientelism, and the politically motivated redistribution of in-
come and resources by the government, sanctions have en-
couraged illegal trade and illicit economic activities, such as
money laundering, drug trafficking, arms trade, and human
trafficking. At the same time, these sanctions have made
money transfers to international non-governmental organi-
zations (INGOs), aid and humanitarian agencies extremely
difficult. Sanctions have also destroyed the remaining local
productive economy, as procurement costs for raw and inter-
mediate materials have increased, resulting in complete de-
pendence on imports to meet local demand for goods and
services. Last but not least, sanctions have increased the eco-
nomic dependence of the Syrian territories on the respective
tutelary power, whether that be Russia, Iran, or Turkey.®

While negotiations over a political solution in Syria have
been at a stalemate, certain players have changed their ap-
proach to Damascus. Since 2018, there has been a gradual
move toward normalization of the Assad regime, driven by
the UAE, Bahrain, Egypt, and Syria’s immediate neighbors.
The United Nations envoy to Syria, Geir Pedersen, has been
trying a new »step-for-step« approach toward Damascus.
At the same time, early 2022 witnessed renewed military
escalation, including an IS assault on an AANES prison in
Hassakeh, a US operation against a leading IS figure in Idlib,
a number of truck bombs in Turkish-controlled areas, and a
Turkish operation in Iraq and Syria — all of which underline
the complexity of this multilayered conflict. These local dy-
namics combined with increasing regional and internation-
al tensions (around Russia/Ukraine and the nuclear talks
with Iran) do not bode well for a sustained de-escalation
and progress on the political process. But what then is the
likely trajectory?

CONCEIVABLE SCENARIOS
FOR SYRIA IN 2030

The aim of this publication is to look beyond current and
short-term developments in Syria, to understand how the
interests and priorities with regard to Syria of the most rel-
evant regional and international actors might have changed
by 2030, as well as to identify plausible scenarios for differ-
ent parts of Syria and the country as a whole in 2030.

The contributions provide multiple conceivable and plausi-
ble scenarios regarding the geopolitical dynamics and their
implications for Syria by 2030. In other words, the authors
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present a variety of possible futures, which are in them-
selves coherent, but which are not necessarily those we as-
sume to be most probable, would wish for, or would be a
continuation of current trajectories.

The first set of articles focuses on how the most relevant
external actors’ (the Arab Gulf states, Iran, Russia, Turkey,
and the US) interests, priorities, and approaches toward
and in Syria will have changed by 2030. The second set fo-
cuses on how the dynamics between external and domes-
tic actors will have changed in the different areas of control
in Syria and what the implications on the ground are. All
contributions reflect on the driving factors behind changes
in the interests, priorities, and policies of the relevant actors
as well as the resulting dynamics of such changes. They
take into account structural and contingent driving factors,
such as:

— foreseeable events, for example the outcomes of regu-
lar elections, economic trends, etc.;

— potential turning points, for example failure of »)JCPOA
plus« negotiations;

— wild cards, for example regime change in Iran; and

— black swan events, such as the rapid takeover of large
swathes of Syrian territory by the IS in 2013/2014.

The contributions also investigate how different scenarios
would affect the situation in Syria, in terms of territorial in-
tegrity, stabilization, state institutions, socioeconomic de-
velopment, the humanitarian situation of IDPs, and refu-
gee return. Lastly, the articles identify entry points for Ger-
man and European policies that could influence future dy-
namics and trajectories in favor of a sustainable and peace-
ful solution in Syria.

EXTERNAL ACTORS’ INTERESTS,
PRIORITIES, AND APPROACHES IN 2030

In his contribution, Nikolay Surkov describes Syria as an
arena for competition between the superpowers and, in
that context, discusses Russia’s interest in maintaining a
permanent military presence via the naval and air bases it
has established. Beyond this, Russia would want to see
Syria become a self-sustained ally based on territorial in-
tegrity, national reconciliation, and economic reconstruc-
tion. Yet, Moscow is only willing to invest limited political
capital to pressure Damascus into implementing reform
steps. Therefore, while Russian foreign policy elites would
favor a scenario of decentralization, a frozen conflict sce-
nario with continued de facto partition is in fact seen as
the most likely situation in 2030. A restoration of territori-
al integrity and central government control over the whole
of Syria seems rather unlikely, given the current lack of
state capacity and resources.

Natasha Hall stresses that while US administrations will
continue to pivot away from the Middle East and reduce



their presence, developments on the ground might hold
them back. However, even if the US were to maintain or
increase their engagement in NES, the effectiveness of
such a move would be undermined by a lack of trust in
the US' long-term commitment among its friends and
foes alike. That said, a withdrawal of US forces would
most likely pose additional risks to stabilization, including
the Assad regime using newly recovered resources for
further military assaults, a resurgence of the IS, and an
unimpeded flow of arms and militias into the country,
driven by Iran.

Hamidreza Azizi asserts that Iran will continue to pursue
its main interests in Syria, which serve its aim of establish-
ing a deterrent against the US and its allies. In this vein,
Tehran has been infiltrating Syria’s military and security
structures, increasingly establishing control over strategic
corridors, and seeking to establish a social base in strate-
gic areas, in particular in the border regions close to the Is-
rael-occupied Golan Heights and in Deir ez-Zor province
on the Iraqi border. Azizi envisages four main scenarios for
Syria in 2030: a Lebanon scenario, with strong, indirect in-
fluence from Iran via loyal forces in the military and the se-
curity apparatus; a Chinese connection scenario, in which
Iran has a strong economic influence because it profits
from a privileged status in China‘s Belt and Road Initiative;
Syria as a battlefield between Iran and its antagonists,
which would entail prolonged violence with a negative im-
pact on stabilization and the humanitarian situation; and
lastly, a wild card scenario of regime change in Iran, which
could pave the way for more constructive engagement of
Tehran in Syria.

Sinem Adar and Huercan Asli Aksoy hold that, even with a
change in government in Ankara, Turkey’s main interests in
Syria will remain unchanged, in particular, preventing Kurd-
ish autonomy under the leadership of the Democratic Un-
ion Party (PYD)/YPG, warding off a new influx of refugees
in Turkey, and resettling Syrian refugees in Syria. That said,
Ankara might still reduce its military presence, decrease its
support for the Syrian opposition, renew the peace process
with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), or seek a rap-
prochement with the Assad regime — whether due to a
change in government, domestic (economic) constraints, or
international dynamics forcing Ankara to adapt its policies.
As a result, three scenarios seem plausible: a continuation
of the status quo, a renewed agreement between Ankara
and Damascus (»Adana Agreement 2.0«), or, the least like-
ly scenario, a decentralized Syria.

Lastly, but no less importantly, according to Cinzia Bianco,
the Arab Gulf monarchies, specifically Saudi Arabia, Qatar,
and the UAE, all see Syria as an important stage for their
geopolitical ambitions and all pursue different objectives
and approaches in Syria. The UAE is pushing for full normal-
ization with the Assad regime, in the hope of profiting from
economic investment and establishing itself as a major tran-
sit hub. Saudi Arabia could potentially be crucial in the re-
construction and stabilization of Syria. Yet, as long as there
is no sign of Damascus loosening its close alliance with Teh-
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ran, Riyadh will remain hesitant to rehabilitate the Assad re-
gime and will opt for containment. Doha has offered to
serve as a mediator between Damascus and its adversaries,
as well as non-state actors, with the aim of establishing a
decentralized state system with a degree of autonomy in
the northwest and the northeast of the country. It is not yet
clear, however, which of these approaches will have gained
the upper hand by 2030.

SCENARIOS FOR SYRIA'S DIFFERENT
AREAS OF CONTROL IN 2030

Joseph Daher identifies the extent of the reintegration of
Syria into the regional and international scenes as a decisive
factor for developments in the areas controlled by the gov-
ernment. He envisages two main scenarios: Damascus’ con-
tinued isolation would exacerbate current economic difficul-
ties, reinforce instability, and lead to an increase in illicit eco-
nomic activity, including narco-trafficking. Foreign powers
would maintain their military presence and their zones of in-
fluence. By contrast, normalization of the Assad regime —in
combination with the US waiving sanctions — would open
the door for foreign investment, provide a boost for the
economy, at least in some areas, allow for the rehabilitation
of infrastructure, and lessen Damascus’ economic depend-
ence on Moscow and Tehran. It could also pave the way for
returning control over the whole of Syria to Damascus (with
the exception of the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights) through
an agreement with Turkey. However, there are still serious
obstacles for economic recovery, even in a normalization
scenario: Syria's rentier economy, corruption, the neglect of
the productive sectors, the deterioration of environmental
problems, and the effects of climate change. What is more,
illicit activities, recruitment by radical groups, and migration
pressures would presumably continue to be a challenge in
both scenarios.

According to Ferhad Ahma and Kristin Helberg, develop-
ments in NES will critically depend on foreign powers, in
particular, Turkey, Russia, and the US. Nevertheless, the per-
formance and legitimacy of AANES will also play an impor-
tant role. They see three main scenarios for NES. The first is
a consolidation of AANES based on continued US military
presence and international support for stabilization, which
would allow for democratic legitimation of AANES and
power sharing between the PYD and the Kurdish National
Council (KNC), possibly also alleviating Ankara’s concerns
regarding the self-administration. The second scenario is an
agreement between AANES and Damascus, possibly medi-
ated by Moscow, about a certain degree of autonomy.
However, this is only conceivable for the Kurdish-majority
areas, not for the Arab-majority provinces of Ragga and Deir
ez-Zor. The third scenario would be another Turkish inter-
vention aimed at creating a contiguous Turkish-controlled
area along the border, allowing for a resettlement of refu-
gees based in Turkey and thus changing the demographic
reality further. Whatever the circumstances, AANES will face
a number of severe challenges including the effects of envi-
ronmental degradation and climate change, the presence of



a large number of IDPs, and the need to deal with IS prison-
ers and their families as well as active IS cells.

Sinan Hatahet considers three potential scenarios to be the
most plausible for Turkish-controlled northern Aleppo, with
Turkey obviously being the most decisive actor. The estab-
lishment of an autonomous administration of northwest
Syria, possibly even including western Aleppo and northern
Idlib provinces, would allow the SIG and local councils to es-
tablish permanent local governance structures. However,
the administration would remain dependent on outside
support, primarily from Turkey, and might witness contin-
ued infighting. Today, it does not seem conceivable that ei-
ther Ankara or Damascus would support such an arrange-
ment. By contrast, a return of the regime and establishment
of central control over the area could be triggered by a
change in Turkey's approach and a rapprochement between
Ankara and Damascus. It would likely prompt a major hu-
manitarian crisis, which would be even more severe in the
case of a forced military return of regime forces, as opposed
to one that is agreed upon by all parties. A continuation of
the status quo is seen as the most likely scenario. Yet, this
would not offer prospects for stabilization, would leave the
area with limited development, and local councils in a risk
management mode.

According to Bahjat Hajjar, there are two main scenarios for
Idlib province, today under the control of the SSG and Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) — with Turkey, Russia, the Assad re-
gime, and HTS being the decisive players. A consolidation
of opposition rule over the region could come about as a
result of an agreement with Damascus or, more likely, due
to a lack of resources in Damascus to reconquer the area.
This scenario would allow the stabilization of local govern-
ance structures as well as a modicum of early recovery. The
region would, however, remain dependent on outside, pri-
marily Turkish, support. The decisive step toward a more
sustainable development would be the international recog-
nition of the SSG as de facto authority. The second scenar-
io would be a regime takeover following a change in Tur-
key's priorities or a breakdown of Turkish-Russian arrange-
ments. The military operations this would involve, as well as
the ensuing revenge against the local population and IDPs,
would have dramatic humanitarian repercussions for a civil-
ian population already living in dire conditions. It would
turn the region into a hotbed of discontent, instability, and
radicalism.

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS

All scenarios presented in the contributions to this volume
assume that by 2030, there will neither be a negotiated res-
olution to all of Syria’s conflicts, nor a national-level agree-
ment on power sharing involving all relevant Syrian stake-
holders. The scenarios also assume that the main foreign
powers shaping the dynamics in Syria today will still be do-
ing so in 2030, and will continue to pursue their current in-
terests in Syria. However, the means employed to achieve
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these objectives and the scope of the foreign powers’ in-
volvement as well as their respective weight might differ
from today’s balance of forces, in particular with regard to
military presence, financial assistance, and economic invest-
ment, as well as support for specific local actors. Most au-
thors come to the conclusion that a continuation of current
trajectories is the most probable scenario, with the excep-
tion of the degree of military presence, the intensity of eco-
nomic investment, and the form of Turkey’s support for the
opposition, as well as a lack of clarity regarding which one
of the Arab Gulf states’ approaches will prevail.

In addition to the geopolitical factors analyzed in the contri-
butions, Syria's future will, to a considerable extent, be
shaped by megatrends, i.e., global trends which will lead to
a profound transformation of its environment, economy,
and society. Of these megatrends, climate change and its
effects - first and foremost severe water scarcity and loss of
arable land —, pronounced demographic growth, and ur-
banization (i.e., rural-urban migration) will be among the
biggest challenges facing Syria by 2030.° Today, Syrian au-
thorities neither recognize the urgency of confronting these
challenges, nor do they have the capacity and resources to
do so. This increases the risks of adverse effects for Syria's
environment, population, and economy, as well as the likeli-
hood of climate and resources-related conflict.'

Not a single scenario among those presented in this vol-
ume paints a picture of sustainable stability, reconciliation,
large-scale reconstruction, or refugee and IDP return by
2030. Some of the scenarios expect a further deterioration
of the humanitarian situation and a rise in destabilizing
spillover effects for the region. European policymakers
should take note of the risks and opportunities that are
linked to each of the scenarios. While they will not be the
actors primarily shaping dynamics on the ground, they
could and should still seek to influence trajectories toward
greater stability, recovery, and an improvement in the hu-
manitarian situation. Already today, the EU and its member
states are the most important donors of humanitarian, re-
covery, and stabilization assistance in Syria. They are also
important actors when it comes to supporting civilian ac-
tivism in all areas of Syria. And they play a role in ensuring
a modicum of accountability by bringing those responsible
for war crimes to justice in Europe. Last but not least, the
EU and its member states matter when it comes to pre-
venting warlords and criminals from doing business unim-
peded as they implement smart sanctions, focused mainly
on specific individuals.

In this vein, Europeans could increase their impact on trajec-
tories in Syria by pursuing six specific lines of action:

— Work toward the inclusion of relevant Syrian stake-
holders in conflict resolution fora —whether that be in
the UN or other bodies, on the national or subnation-
al level; this concerns first and foremost representa-
tives of AANES (from the northeast) and the SSG
(from the northwest), who have so far been excluded
from such talks.



Enhance political and diplomatic engagement in sup-
port of both a Kurdish-Kurdish dialogue for a pluralis-
tic self-administration in the Kurdish-majority areas as
well as Kurdish-Kurdish-Turkish talks aimed at reach-
ing an agreement that would reconcile Kurdish self-ad-
ministration, Turkish security interests, and Syria’s ter-
ritorial integrity.

Increase support for local governance structures and
civil society initiatives in NES and engage with the de
facto authorities of the SSG to empower civil society
and marginalized groups (in particular women and
youth) and improve the humanitarian situation.

Step up discussions about more effective, needs-based
engagement for early recovery and support for local
rehabilitation and development initiatives, as well as
humanitarian aid across Syria, in particular in the edu-
cation and healthcare sectors, with a focus on heavily
destroyed areas and those hosting IDPs, in view of pro-
viding prospects, in particular for young people.

What is more, the EU and its member states should
start to shift from emergency, short-term assistance to
a more long-term approach in cooperation with local
authorities, aimed primarily at the rehabilitation of the
health and education infrastructure, social housing,
building back basic (water, electricity, waste) infra-
structure, as well as urban development. In particular,
the (re)building of schools and universities in NES and
in the northwest should be considered a crucial tool
for stabilization and peacebuilding in the coming
years. European Union assistance programs should
also prioritize the support of self-sustaining activities in
the productive sectors, i.e., agriculture and manufac-
turing, Syria-wide. The knowledge of local and inter-
national NGOs, active on the ground, should be con-
sidered, when designing such programs. In this
context, there is an urgent need to hold discussions
with US counterparts about adequate sanctions waiv-
ers in order to address the negative effects of over-
compliance with the sanctions regimes.

Engage in talks with regional stakeholders — especially
the Arab Gulf states and Turkey — aimed at construc-
tive engagement and long-term stabilization in Syria
and at avoiding working at cross-purposes in Syria,
particularly against the backdrop of normalization ef-
forts by the UAE and others; try to mitigate threat per-
ceptions in Iran and Israel in back-channel talks.

Diminish the future IS threat in Syria and alleviate the
burden on AANES through repatriation of European
nationals currently in AANES detention centers; re-
main engaged in the fight against the IS beyond pure-
ly military and repressive means, by expanding educa-
tion and awareness raising in IDP camps, particularly in
those hosting IS families and children, with the aim of
preventing the emergence of a new generation recep-
tive to radical ideologies.

CONCEIVABLE SCENARIOS FOR SYRIA IN 2030
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(last accessed on 15.2.2022). For more detailed information on
the impact of megatrends, see Dominguez de Olazébal, Itxaso
and Casani, Alfonso (2021): Mediterranean Trends 2030/2050.

A Prospective Approach to the Southern Neighbourhood. Ma-

drid: Fundacion Alternativas; available at: https://www.funda-
cionalternativas.org/storage/opex_documentos_archivos/3fb72d-
4882f517c¢798651106ce5510a3.pdf (last accessed on 15.02.2022);
Gaub, Florence (2019): Arab Futures 2.0. The Road to 2030. Paris:
EUISS, Chaillot Paper 154, September 2019: 40-58; available at:
https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Chail-
lot_154%20Arab%20Futures.pdf (last accessed on 15.2.2022).
While the population in Syria was diminished from 21.4 million in
2010 to 17.5 million in 2020 by flight, displacement, and violence in
the context of the war, the UN has projected that it will rise to 26.7
million by 2030. See United Nations, Population Division, World
Population Prospects; available at: https://population.un.org/wpp/
Download/Standard/Population/; UNICEF (2019): Syria. MENA Gen-
eration 2030. Fact Sheet, February 2019; available at: https:/www.
unicef.org/mena/media/4246/file (last accessed on 15.2.2022).
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10 Syria is no stranger to such dynamics: Rural-urban migration has been

driven by drought and environmental degradation, compounded by
inadequate state policies since the 1990s. In the second half of the
2000s, Syria experienced severe drought, which led to a loss of liveli-
hoods especially in the northeast of the country, to a considerable rise
in food prices, and to internal displacement, in particular to the pe-
ripheries of Aleppo and Damascus. Grievances stemming from these
dynamics were by no means the only, but certainly one of the most
decisive factors behind the 2011 uprising. Cf. Gaub, Florence and
Lienard, Clémentine (2021): Arab Climate Futures. Of Risk and Readi-
ness. Paris: EUISS, October 2021: 4; available at: https://www.iss.eu-
ropa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/CP_170.pdf (last accessed on
15.2.2022); The World Bank Group (2021): Groundswell Part 2. Act-
ing on Internal Climate Migration. Washington D.C.: 204f; available at:
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/36248 (last ac
cessed on 15.02.2022).
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SCENARIOS FOR SYRIA IN 2030
AND RUSSIA'S APPROACH

Great Power Competition Continues to Dominate Moscow’s Agenda

Nikolay Surkov

Since March 2020, the situation in Syria has been relatively
stable. Despite some tensions in the northeast and around
Idlib, resumption of large-scale fighting is rather unlikely.
While Russia continues to provide considerable military as-
sistance and remains active in Syria, Moscow is adjusting its
policy by shifting its focus from security to economic recon-
struction in order to ease the burden on the population and
ensure the survival of the government in Damascus. Russia
is also investing significant diplomatic efforts to improve the
international standing of Syria and to create the conditions
for at least partial recognition. In considering their future
strategy for Syria, Russian foreign policy elites are looking at
three major scenarios — frozen conflict, return of a central-
ized state, or decentralization.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

To gain a better understanding of Russia’s approach to Syr-
ia, it is useful to take a brief look at the evolution of bilat-
eral relations. While Damascus was a longtime ally of Mos-
cow during the Cold War, Syria was no longer regarded as
a potential ally in the 1990s and early 2000s, as policymak-
ers in Moscow believed that Assad was more interested in
developing ties with the West. However, the US invasion of
Iraq in 2003 and the increasing Western pressure on Syria,
which was accused of developing weapons of mass de-
struction, harboring terrorists, and suppressing the sover-
eignty of Lebanon, drove Damascus back toward its tradi-
tional partners — Iran and Russia. In January 2005, Presi-
dent Assad visited Moscow seeking to resume arms sales
and economic cooperation. This trend was reinforced by
the international reactions to the assassination of Rafik
Hariri. Russia willingly reengaged with Syria, but bilateral
relations were constrained by other regional considera-
tions, e.g., Moscow’s interest in maintaining close cooper-
ation with Israel. The Arab Spring prompted Moscow to
take a more active stance in the Middle East and to coun-
ter the policy of regime change, interpreted as being driv-
en by Western countries. However, during the initial phase
of the Syrian crisis, Moscow avoided direct intervention in

the conflict, instead providing political support and military
supplies to the government in Damascus. At the same
time, Russian officials regularly made statements that Mos-
cow was not trying to defend President Assad but to pro-
tect the Syrian state.

In 2014, the situation in Syria deteriorated dramatically be-
cause of the advances of the so-called Islamic State (IS), and
Moscow feared Syria becoming a terrorist hub, which was
an important motive for its direct military intervention in the
Syrian crisis, but not the only one. As Moscow faced West-
ern pressure over the crisis in Ukraine at that time, it saw
Syria as an opportunity to improve its international standing
and demonstrate to international public opinion that Russia
could play a positive role and counter one of the most seri-
ous global threats: terrorism.

The Russian military deployment, which took place in 2015,
was initially intended to be limited in time and scale. As of
October 2015, the goal was to stabilize the security situa-
tion, ensure the survival of the legitimate government, and
create conditions for a political settl