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KEY POINTS 
 

1. The United States intervened in Syria’s civil war in two ways: (1) anti-Assad efforts—through aid 
to rebels to help foster regime change and with airpower, troops and support to a militia—and 
(2) anti-ISIS efforts—through aid to the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) to destroy the Islamic 
State’s territorial caliphate. The first mission was an ill-considered failure, the second a 
success. 

2. With the ISIS caliphate destroyed, U.S. troops have achieved all they reasonably can and should 
be fully withdrawn. 

3. The best way to combat ISIS’s remnants, in the long-term, is to compel local actors take the lead 
in counterterrorism in Syria by removing U.S. forces, but retain the ability to monitor and strike 
terrorists from distance, given the need and proper legal authority. 

4. The Assad regime, backed by Russia and Iran, has essentially won the civil war. Keeping U.S. 
forces in Syria creates needless risk of conflict with Syria, Russia, Iran, and even NATO ally 
Turkey. 

5. Continuing U.S. military occupation of eastern Syria, which Congress never authorized, risks 
mission creep into indefinite efforts at nation building, which could increase U.S. war costs, give 
insurgents and terrorists opportunities to attack U.S. forces, tie down U.S. forces, and limit 
military readiness for core missions. 

6. No outside power—including the United States—would benefit from occupying Syria and 
managing its civil war and post-war rebuilding. A continued Russian or Iranian presence in Syria 
does not threaten the U.S. or justify keeping U.S. forces there. 

7. U.S. military withdrawal should not be contingent on negotiations, but the United States should 
push the Syrian government to limit humanitarian abuses and should support a deal restoring 
roughly pre-war conditions in eastern Syria: the Kurds keep their YPG militia but not autonomy; 
regime forces control the border, protecting the Kurds from Turkish forces; and both the YPG 
and Syrian government forces target surviving ISIS militants. 

 

OVERVIEW 
 
Removing U.S. forces from Syria’s civil war is the right policy. With the destruction of ISIS’s caliphate, 
U.S. military forces have accomplished all they can there. All that’s left are needless dangers: of 
escalation into war with Syria, Russia, Iran and its proxies, or even NATO ally Turkey; and of mission 
creep into an open-ended policing or nation-building campaign that allows various groups to target U.S. 
forces. 
 
Several realities should inform U.S. policy in Syria. 
 
1. U.S. forces in Syria have achieved what they reasonably can by denying ISIS territory. 
 
Without its erstwhile “caliphate,” ISIS lost organizational capacity, as well as the mystique that fueled its 
emergence as the world’s leading terrorist brand and its recruiting success. Keeping U.S. forces in Syria 
to eliminate it as a terrorist entity or radical ideology is an invitation to stay forever—and failure. 
 



3 DEFENSEPRIORITIES.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES  

Combatting ISIS, should it survive as a guerrilla or clandestine organization, is a poor mission to give 
U.S. military forces. A variety of actors in Syria are prepared to attack ISIS’s remnants: the Kurds of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), who did the bulk of the ground fighting against ISIS in Syria; Syrian 
government forces; the Iranians and their affiliated forces; the Russians; and even NATO ally Turkey.  
 
This position does not forswear future U.S. strikes against some future threat from ISIS. The United 
States will retain the will and technical capability to strike from distance should local actors fall short. 
The point is instead that the United States does not need to be first in line to fight ISIS—in fact, U.S. 
ground forces may simply fuel the political resistance that ISIS needs to survive. The most realistic path 
to ISIS’s destruction is an end to the civil war. 
 
Keeping troops in Syria—even a few hundred—to combat a post-territorial ISIS invites a broader nation-
building campaign in an attempt to reform the politics that give rise to extremism in Syria’s Sunni 
community, something the United States has proven unable to do in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere. 
To an even larger degree than other recent U.S. wars of this sort, this mission would be severely 
undermanned and in clear opposition to the national government of the state. It would not only risk 
tying down U.S. forces in another failed effort that distracts from more important missions, but also risk 
an attack from Syrian forces that can overwhelm them or spark a wider war. 
 
2. The array of outside powers pursuing varied interests in Syria’s civil war creates special dangers for 
U.S. forces. 
 
Indefinitely backing the Kurds could bring conflict with Turkey. Israeli airstrikes against Iran and Iran-
backed militia could draw U.S. forces rapidly into a wider conflict between those regional rivals. U.S. 
forces have reportedly clashed several times with Russian forces in Syria, risking escalation with a 
nuclear power. War with any one of these powers is possible, and policymakers should avoid even a low 
probability of dire consequences, especially when there is so little to gain. 
 
3. The territory the U.S. military now occupies in Syria is not a prize that will benefit any outside power. 
 
It is the Syrian government that is ultimately likely to rule there, not its Iranian or Russian backers. Even 
if Russia or Iran were to take over a swath of territory for a time, U.S. security would not suffer. There is 
little that outside powers can extract from Syria to enhance their power. As the civil war concludes, 
Syria’s meager oil revenue will flow mostly to Syria’s government, as it did before the war. Anyone trying 
to run part of Syria will be caught in a sectarian tinderbox, if not an outright civil war, and will pay for it. 
None could use Syria’s chaos to gain power, let alone propel itself to regional hegemony. 
 
4. A U.S. military presence in Syria was not necessary to protect Syria’s Kurds before the civil war and is 
not necessary now. 
 
It is true that the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG militia) did most of the ground fighting against 
ISIS in Syria and a quick U.S. exit could expose them to attack by Turkey. That is why the United States 
should support (rather than block, as Washington is currently doing) the deal that the Kurds are 
pursuing—essentially to restore the status quo ante bellum—where Syrian government forces control 
Syria’s borders, and they operate at some distance from Turkey. The United States never signed up to 
protect an autonomous Kurdish statelet. That mission would keep U.S. forces engaged in an indefinite 
standoff or worse with Syrian and Turkish forces. 
 
5. The Syrian government has essentially won the war. 
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The Syrian government has retaken most of densely populated western Syria, driven rebels into the 
northeast, and denied them any credible path to victory. The remaining non-jihadist rebels and the 
Kurds, who are not quite rebels, are all seeking a negotiated peace with the Syrian government. 
 
The Assad regime has committed heinous crimes, including recurrent civilian massacres using bombs, 
chemical weapons, and missiles, and the widespread torture, rape, and murder of prisoners. But there 
was never a clearly superior alternative, even from a purely humanitarian perspective. The rebels were 
never poised to win, and if they had overthrown Assad, their disunity might have ushered in greater 
chaos and given a lasting role to jihadist groups. If a new government had managed to pacify the 
country, it would likely be one run by either Sunni extremists or a strongman that ruled similarly to 
Assad. 
 
The liberal, unitary Syria that advocates of overthrowing Assad imagined was always a chimera. The 
way to minimize civilian harm now is to deal directly with Syria’s government and use what leverage the 
United States retains to push for decent treatment of civilians, the end of mass executions, the release 
of political prisoners, and amnesty or safe emigration for U.S.-backed rebels and anti-government 
activists. 
 
This paper makes the case for getting U.S. troops out of Syria. It does so first by explaining the 
circumstances that produced U.S. intervention there and by showing that the mission against ISIS 
succeeded. It then lays out the dangers of keeping troops in Syria indefinitely and counters the major 
arguments offered for staying in Syria. 
 

U.S. INTERVENTION IN THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR 
 

U.S. involvement in Syria’s civil war 
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The United States intervened in Syria’s civil war in two ways: 
 

§ Anti-Assad intervention: In 2012, the Obama administration began a limited attempt to 
overthrow the Assad regime by aiding rebels. 

§ Anti-ISIS intervention: In 2014, the United States launched an ultimately successful effort to 
liberate territory taken over by the Islamic State, using airstrikes and local proxies assisted by a 
small U.S. ground force. 

 
This section explains the circumstances that led to those parallel efforts. Although regime change 
failed, ISIS’s caliphate was successfully destroyed. 
 

Syria’s fracture 
 
American policymakers tend to underestimate the difficulty of maintaining political order in weak 
states. They often conflate state repression with state strength and imagine that the natural alternative 
to autocratic rule is liberal democracy. Syria’s descent into a multi-sided civil war is another reminder of 
that error. 
 
Syria is a poor, weak state: a “fragile mosaic” of communities prone to breaking apart.1 In the twentieth 
century, it emerged from Ottoman rule, became a French protectorate between the wars, and gained 
independence after World War II only to suffer a wave of military coups. The eighth coup, in 1970, 
installed Bashar al-Assad’s father, Hafez, a Baathist—an Arab nationalist and socialist—who ruled until 
his death in 2000, proving that Syria could be ruled enduringly, if not liberally. His regime, like his son’s, 
was dominated by co-religionists of the Alawite offshoot of Shiite Islam, and it relied on security 
services to dominate a Sunni-majority nation. 
 

Breakdown of Syrian population 

 
 
Other minority groups—such as Kurds, Christians, and Druze—tended to support the regime. 
Government forces put down Muslim Brotherhood-linked unrest in the Sunni community in 1964, in the 
1970s, and in the early 1980s, culminating in the 1982 Hama massacre, where the Syrian army killed 
upwards of ten thousand civilians.2 From then until 2011, repression kept Syria fairly stable. 
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Protests broke out in the southern Syrian city of Daraa in March 2011 amid the “Arab Spring” rebellions 
and upheaval in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt. These protests—mostly demonstrations—spread to various 
other mostly Sunni towns and centered on calls for political and economic reforms. The Assad regime 
responded with brutality, including military attacks on protestors and the widespread torture, rape, and 
execution of imprisoned activists by the security services.3 
 
The crackdown on the protest movement quickly spawned a variety of armed groups seeking regime 
change, many with political headquarters in southern Turkey. Initially, the most prominent was the Free 
Syria Army (FSA), which consumed the alternative Free Officers Movement and attracted the bulk of the 
approximately 60,000 military personnel who reportedly defected from the Syrian Army in the first year 
of rebellion.4 The FSA’s leaders hoped it would serve as a military structure to coordinate the rebellion. It 
developed shaky ties to the Syrian National Council (later Syrian National Coalition), a Turkey- and 
Qatar-backed umbrella group dominated by exiles that sought to be the political voice of opposition to 
Assad.5 
 
As the civil war intensified in 2012, the Assad regime increasingly relied on indiscriminate violence 
against rebels: mass executions, Scud missile launches, barrel bombs, and chemical weapons attacks.6 
 

Deaths, refugees, and internally displaced persons (IDPs) from Syria’s civil war (2010–2019) 

 
 
Islamist groups grew as a portion of the rebellion, partly because of foreign fighters and financial 
support from the Gulf States and Turkey.7 The most prominent was the Al-Qaeda-linked Al-Nusrah Front, 
which grew from consolidating local militias and foreign fighters. 
 
The radicalization of the rebellion helped Assad paint all rebels as tainted by Islamist extremism, a move 
largely understood as a way to make it impossible for outside powers—including the United States—to 
fund, arm, and train radicals focused on regime change. According to some reports, the regime even 
intentionally swelled the ranks of Islamists rebels by releasing jailed extremists.8 
 
The regime focused its forces in the populous central area of Syria between Damascus, the capital, and 
Aleppo, Syria’s largest city. Within that area, rebels controlled shifting pockets of territory including 
much of the countryside. In summer 2012, a coalition of rebel groups took much of Aleppo. Rebels also 
gained sway over an area in the southwest, near Jordan, and a larger swath of the northeast, near 
Turkey, largely in Idlib province. 
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The YPG took de facto control of northeast Syria and a smaller area around Afrin in the northwest. 
Islamists groups took areas to their south and east. A coalition of Islamists led by the Al-Nusrah front, 
which then contained fighters from ISIS, seized the eastern provincial capital of Raqqa in March 2013. 
 
Even Damascus seemed vulnerable, with rebels holding much of the suburbs. In July 2012, a bomb in 
Syria’s National Security Headquarters killed the Defense Minister and his top deputy, Assad’s brother-
in-law, plus two other top security officials, and wounded several others.9 The FSA and a jihadist group, 
the Salafist Liwa al-Islam, both claimed responsibility. 
 

Effects of Syria’s civil war on GDP, population, and oil production (2010 vs. 2016) 

 
From 2010 to 2016, Syria’s GDP decreased 75 percent, its population decreased 12.3 percent, and 

its production of oil decreased 97.4 percent. The discrepancy between the population figures here 
and the prior graphic is explained by births and differences in methods among sources. 

 

President Obama backs the rebels 
 
Many observers, including in the Obama White House, believed the Syrian government was losing its 
hold on power in 2012 and 2013.10 Rebel gains had disrupted Assad’s ability to reliably supply his 
already depleted forces, which in many cases were not deemed loyal enough to deploy.11 Damascus 
was reportedly running out of cash because of economic sanctions, dwindling oil sales, difficulties 
collecting revenues elsewhere, and the costs of prosecuting the war.12 
 
Events in nearby countries encouraged the belief the rebels would win. The Arab Spring had felled 
longtime governments in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen. Rebels backed by foreign airpower had overthrown 
and killed Libya’s longtime dictator, Muammar Gaddafi. Intervention backers saw Libya as a blueprint 
for Syria.13 
 
President Obama, joined by the heads of France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, called for Assad to 
step down in August 2011. Obama initially rejected a 2012 plan to arm and train FSA rebels while 
approving nonlethal aid.14 Informed by an intelligence report on the troubled history of past U.S. efforts 
to train and assist insurgents, Obama was skeptical the effort would work.15 
 
Still, in 2013, after some indications of the Assad regime using chemical weapons, violating Obama’s 
famous “red line” warning that such attacks might bring a U.S. military response, he authorized CIA-
training and lethal aid for rebel groups, though not on the scale some wanted.16 Obama also rejected 
calls from prominent interventionists—some within his administration, most in op-ed pages—to use U.S. 
airpower to create a haven for the rebels.17 
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Administration officials offered several rationales for intervening against Assad. One prominent view, 
expressed by Ben Rhodes, who eventually served as Deputy National Security Advisor, was that Assad’s 
actions made it important to be “doing something,” even if it seemed unlikely to work.18 Others believed 
aiding “moderate” rebels would offset extremism in the rebellion encouraged by Gulf states’ funding.19 
Others saw the aid as a way to pressure Assad into a negotiated peace where he would leave office.20 
 
After the August 2013 sarin gas attack in Ghouta, which killed upwards of 300 people, regime-change 
proponents advocated for a larger-scale U.S. push to unseat Assad. But Obama’s calculus did not shift 
much. The administration began to prepare for airstrikes against the Assad regime but seemed to 
decide instead on relatively limited punitive strikes. Even that proposal was controversial. When the 
Obama administration asked for authorization to attack Syrian government forces—a surprise after it 
ignored such constitutional niceties two years earlier regarding Libya—Congress seemed likely to follow 
the U.K. Parliament and reject the request for the authority to intervene.21 
 
An offhand comment by Secretary of State John Kerry and Russian diplomacy forestalled the vote, 
ending the immediate possibility of U.S. bombing. Assad agreed to a deal, codified by a U.N. Security 
Council Resolution, to destroy Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles with verification from international 
inspectors.22 The regime did declare and give up the bulk of its chemical weapons.23 But subsequent 
attacks showed that the regime retained some banned weapons. 
 

The Assad regime survives 
 
The Assad regime proved to be stronger than it seemed early in the civil war, a point apparently made by 
secret State Department reports in 2012.24 It retained strong support among Syria’s minority 
communities who were fearful about their fate under a different government or the absence of one.25 
Even as the Syrian Army struggled to operate, local forces organized themselves to take on rebels in an 
array of militias drawn from groups with traditionally good ties to the regime.26 
 
Outside support was also crucial to the regime’s survival. Russia supplied arms to the Syrian 
government before and throughout the civil war, and Russian forces began to bomb rebels on behalf of 
the regime started in 2015.27 Iran reportedly loaned Syria billions of dollars, in addition to funneling 
military experts and arms starting early on in the conflict.28 It provided elite forces to aid Syria’s military 
and organized Shiites from abroad, including a large number of Afghan refugees, into pro-government 
militias.29 Iran also encouraged the 2012 deployment of Lebanese Hezbollah to Syria, which ultimately 
supplied thousands of fighters.30 Iraqi Shiite militias tied to Iran also fought on behalf of the Assad 
regime, especially once ISIS was pushed out of its territory in Iraq. 
 
Rebel disorganization was a third factor aiding the regime.31 The Syrian National Coalition—the rebels’ 
alleged political leadership in Qatar—struggled to influence events in Syria and fractured. The FSA’s 
efforts to unify command of their associated militias faltered, and made it difficult to aid them, at least if 
one cared where the weapons and fighters wound up.32 Islamists gained strength within the FSA 
structure and outside it, further tainting the rebels’ reputation. 
 
Divisions and extremism among the rebels undermined CIA efforts to train and arm them. The program 
spent almost a billion dollars a year and achieved some initial tactical success against Syria 
government forces, but U.S. weapons and trainees wound up in the hands of other militias, including Al-
Nusrah, and U.S.-trained forces could not prevent the Assad regime and its backers from retaking 
territory.33 CIA- and Pentagon-trained rebels even clashed with each other.34 In sum, from the start of the 
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CIA training program, the rebels seemed too dysfunctional to win and too extreme to be an improvement 
over Assad even if they did. 
 

The war on ISIS 
 
Early in the civil war, Islamic State fighters from Iraq entered Syria. By the spring of 2013, ISIS’s leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared a caliphate in Iraq and Syria and attempted to subordinate Al-Nusrah, 
leading to their split and some armed clashes between the groups.35 ISIS quickly pushed its Islamist 
rivals aside to control much of eastern Syria, including Raqqa, which became its capital, and began 
encroaching on YPG-controlled territory. Thanks to its battlefield success, brutal reputation, and 
territory, ISIS began attracting recruits from around the world, many of them passing through Turkey.36 
 
ISIS’s territorial gains and extremism fueled the coalition that destroyed it. In spring 2014, ISIS had 
taken Mosul from more numerous Iraqi forces, many of whom abandoned the battlefield without 
fighting.37 By the fall, as ISIS gained ground in Iraq’s Sunni triangle, speculation swirled that ISIS could 
conquer Baghdad.38 Also in 2014, ISIS began posting videos of its grisly executions online.39 Its 
notoriety also inspired a number of jihadi groups in the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia to take up its 
name, although evidence of operational links was usually lacking.40 
 
Meanwhile, ISIS fighters and propagandists began issuing threats against the United States and 
European nations.41 Terrorist incidents linked to ISIS, or at least carried out by militants claiming to 
serve it, occurred in France, Belgium, Australia, Turkey, Egypt, Denmark, the United States, and a variety 
of other countries.42 
 
These actions shifted U.S. public opinion in favor of military action in Syria and Iraq to counter ISIS.43 In 
August 2014, President Obama ordered the United States to begin airstrikes against ISIS in Iraq. The 
airstrikes were ostensibly to protect U.S. personnel in Erbil and the Yazidi minorities on Mount Sinjar. 
But the mission quickly grew into a continuous and geographically broader effort that lent foreign 
airpower to the fight against ISIS in support of indigenous ground forces in Syria. 
 
The United States did the bulk of the bombing, but Australia, Bahrain, Belgium, Denmark, France, Jordan, 
the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and especially the U.K. also conducted airstrikes. Canada, Italy, 
Germany, Poland, and even Singapore provided aircraft for intelligence or surveillance, and a variety of 
other nations provided military trainers. Sixty-six nations contributed to the coalition in some fashion, 
according to the U.S. State Department.44 
 
The effort against ISIS, like that against Assad, included a “train and assist” element, with the Pentagon 
vetting and training forces. Initial results were embarrassing. The training pipeline produced only a 
smattering of fighters, and those who were deployed to Syria were quickly routed.45 
 
The effort to supply and train Kurdish YPG forces went better. The Kurds were already capable fighters 
and began making steady progress against ISIS with U.S. air support.46 In an effort to allow a force less 
offensive to local Arabs and the Turks to retake non-Kurdish territory held by ISIS, the United States 
helped broker an alliance between the Kurds, local Arab forces, and others, which was christened the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF).47 In practical terms, the SDF was dominated by the YPG, and Turkey’s 
leaders still viewed them as an enemy force.48 
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In the fall of 2015, the Obama administration, which had previously denied that there would be U.S. 
“boots on the ground” in Syria, acknowledged the deployment of hundreds U.S. special operations 
forces there, in theory to support the SDF and help target airstrikes.49 By late 2017, the Pentagon 
admitted that it had 2,000 troops in Syria, not the 500 it had previously announced.50 Congress provided 
little oversight. 
 
As the Trump administration came in to office in 2017, ISIS was losing territory in both Syria and Iraq, its 
ranks decimated and its recruitment efforts slowed to a trickle.51 The SDF fully took Raqqa in October, 
after 11 months of fighting. By March 2019, they had taken all ISIS’s territory.52 
 

The end of U.S. military intervention? 
 
The Trump administration has pursued a confused policy in Syria, at least rhetorically. After six months 
in office, the administration ended the effort to overthrow Assad, but top officials kept talking about 
overthrowing him, and some reportedly still do.53 Once ISIS was nearly beaten, the administration 
announced a broad set of new goals for U.S. forces in Syria. President Trump then announced the swift 
departure of U.S. troops, before reversing course and keeping a small force indefinitely. 
 
The administration initially seemed to follow the Obama administration’s eventual acceptance of 
Assad’s rule. However, in both April 2017 and April 2018, Trump ordered, without congressional 
authorization, punitive cruise missile strikes against Syria following chemical attacks on rebel-held 
areas. Trump expressed disdain for Assad on both occasions, and in 2018, he mocked Russia’s 
insistence that it would shoot down any incoming missiles.54 
 
In January 2018, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson called for Assad’s ouster and suggested that U.S. 
forces would remain in Syria indefinitely to push for a post-Assad settlement to counter Iranian 
influence.55 But by March, Tillerson had been fired, and Trump said that with ISIS’s defeat, the United 
States would pull forces out of Syria “soon.”56 
 
U.S. policy appeared to shift again in the fall when National Security Advisor John Bolton and the U.S. 
envoy to Syria, Jim Jeffrey, each said that U.S. forces would remain in Syria to compel Iran’s departure, 
to achieve ISIS’s “enduring defeat”—a goal they left undefined—and to influence peace talks.57 Jeffrey 
denied that the aim was Assad’s ouster but said the United States would not provide aid toward Syria’s 
reconstruction unless the regime became “fundamentally different”—criteria he did not define.58 
 
On December 19, 2018, President Trump appeared to discard that policy, announcing via Twitter the 
defeat of ISIS and imminent withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria. The decision, which seemed to 
surprise most of Trump’s advisors, led to the resignations of Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis and U.S. 
envoy to the anti-ISIS coalition, Brett McGurk.59 Trump’s decision apparently came partly because of 
lobbying in phone calls from Turkish President Recep Erdogan, where Trump reportedly told him, “It’s all 
yours. We’re done.”60 
 
A cavalcade of criticism met Trump’s pullout announcement. A bipartisan Senate press conference, 
media reports, and parades of op-ed columnists attacked the decision.61 The White House soon 
amended the withdrawal timetable to four-months and walked back the President’s offer to Turkey.62 
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U.S.-led coalition anti-ISIS strikes in Syria 

 
 
In early February 2019, Trump stated that U.S. forces could return to Syria to attack ISIS, if necessary.63 
Later that month, the White House announced 400 U.S. servicemembers would remain in Syria to help 
combat ISIS; maintain the al-Tanf garrison near the Jordanian and Iraqi border, which is likely seen as a 
way to disrupt Iranian shipments and to engage in some sort of policing mission to protect the Kurds.64 
It is likely that the overt presence of these forces will be accompanied by a larger, covert group of 
intelligence operatives and special operations forces.65 
 

Success against ISIS, failure against Assad 
 
Why did one U.S. intervention in Syria succeed and the other fail? Level of effort is one obvious 
difference. The United States launched airstrikes against ISIS and deployed ground forces to aid the 
SDF. By contrast, its attack on regime targets after chemical weapons attacks were militarily 
insignificant. But U.S. exertion seems a secondary explanation at best. 
 
The lesser effort against Assad reflected recognition of its limited prospects. Assad has huge 
advantages that ISIS lacked: the backing of powerful patrons, a capable military, and as it turns out, a 
deeper base of political support. U.S. aid to Assad’s rebel opponents may simply have increased 
Russian and Iranian effort to protect his rule.66 Rebels’ initial success and rising extremism caused the 
organization of rival militias where the regime was weak. 
 
One could argue these realities are only visible with the benefit of hindsight, but in fact they were 
evident at the time, even to some of those who implemented U.S.-Syria policy. Phil Gordon, who served 
as White House Coordinator for the Middle East, North Africa, and the Persian Gulf Region from 2013 to 
2015, describes what he realized by the end of his service in the administration: 
 

“It wasn’t realistic to get rid of Assad. I didn’t see a path of doing so without a major U.S. 
intervention that would escalate the conflict. And even if it succeeded, [it] could be a version of 
catastrophic success, where you create a vacuum that extremists would fill.”67 

 
Others, possibly including President Obama, saw things this way early in the civil war, warning that 
pushing for Assad’s overthrow was likely to fail and prolong the civil war—or produce potentially worse 
results if successful.68 
 
ISIS, by contrast, was so extreme and bloodthirsty that it motivated a large chunk of the world’s nations 
to attack it. Its local enemies proved relatively capable, especially the SDF. In the future, its ability to 
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survive as a guerrilla or terrorist organization depends on whether it retains some support among 
Sunnis in Iraq and Syria. Whether oppression will keep some group of Syrians or Iraqis desperate 
enough to risk supporting ISIS’s self-defeating extremism is an open question.69 
 

THE NEED FOR WITHDRAWAL 
 
Some criticism of the Trump administration’s process surrounding the decision to withdraw was fair. 
But one need not defend the nature of the announcement to recognize that the policy serves U.S. 
security interests. The idea of fostering regime change was never good and has failed in any case. The 
U.S. military achieved its mission of destroying ISIS’s caliphate. Leaving U.S. forces in Syria now 
involves large risks without any security upside. 
 
Escalation risks 
 
Maintaining a U.S. military presence in Syria risks wider war against another state with forces there. The 
multifaceted nature of the Syrian civil war and the fog of war create various opportunities for 
unintentional clashes or small skirmishes that could trigger larger conflicts. For example, a variety of 
forces—the U.S.-backed SDF, Russians, pro-Syrian government militias, and Iranian-backed forces—are 
active in or around Deir ez Zor, the energy-producing and sparsely-populated region in Syria’s 
southeastern desert. Deconfliction lines have been established, but several clashes have occurred 
anyway. In February 2018, the approach of pro-regime Syrian forces toward U.S. forces led to a U.S. 
barrage that killed scores.70 Similar issues may occur if Kurdish forces, encouraged by U.S. backing, 
resist regime efforts to reclaim oil fields needed to fund reconstruction efforts.71 
 
Russia 
 
Russia has decades-long ties to the Assad governments and has maintained a naval base in Tartus 
since 1971. Those ties mean Russian forces will remain while the war continue and probably longer. The 
proximity of U.S. and Russian forces on the ground in Syria and in the air over it generates risk that the 
two powers could end up in direct conflict. 
 
U.S. and Russian forces already have exchanged threats and even fire a number of times in Syria. In 
February 2018, U.S. special operators and airstrikes reportedly engaged a large group—possibly 100 or 
more—Russian “mercenaries” in a prolonged four-hour battle.72 Months later, U.S. Special Envoy Jeffrey 
remarked that “this has occurred about a dozen times in one place or another in Syria,” and “there have 
been various engagements [with the Russians in Syria], some involving exchange of fire, some not.”73 
This alarming suggestion that U.S. forces were occasionally shooting at a nuclear armed rival elicited 
strangely little press or congressional attention. 
 
Iran 
 
Iran, like Russia, has long-standing ties to the Assad regime, which invited it to deploy forces there. The 
odds of Iranian advisors and the militias Iran backs departing Syria prior to the civil war’s end are small. 
Making their withdrawal a condition for U.S. withdrawal will fail while letting Iran dictate the U.S. 
military’s schedule. Even those eager to confront Iran might agree that Syria is a poor place to do so, 
given its advantages there. 
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Iranian shipments to Hezbollah or other forces are unfortunate but not new. Trying to use Syria’s civil 
war as an opportunity to address this issue could provoke more clashes. For those in the Trump 
administration who want to confront Iran, that may be welcome. But a U.S.-Iran conflict could ignite 
much of the region; lead to a prolonged war that erodes U.S. power, like Iraq; and tie down U.S. forces 
dealing with Iran for decades. 
 
Israel has continually bombed Iranian-linked forces across Syria this year while demanding their exit 
and pledged to attack them throughout Syria.74 Iranian forces have apparently responded by shelling the 
Israeli-held Golan Heights.75 Israel does not need U.S. help defending its northern border, but U.S. forces 
could be drawn into an Israel-Iran clash, especially if Iranian-backed militias target U.S. forces in 
response to an Israeli strike. 
 
Turkey 
 
Turkey is the one state in Syria that might draw the United States into a fight on its side or against it. As 
a fellow NATO member, Turkey could demand U.S. protection if it is attacked. In late 2015, Turkey shot 
down a Russian jet that briefly crossed its airspace on a bombing run. Tensions between Turkey and 
Russia were high for a time, although before dramatically improving thanks to the Astana peace process 
and other measures. Tensions could peak again due to the circumstance in Idlib province, where the 
jihadist group Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) has consolidated power under Turkey’s ostensible watch. A 
Syrian or Russian offensive against HTS would threaten Turkish forces stationed at observation posts 
there.76 
 
At the same time, relations between the United States and Turkey have suffered because of U.S. 
support for the Kurds. Turkey views the SDF as an extension of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which it 
regards as a terrorist and insurgent organization threatening its borders. Turkey has attacked Kurdish 
forces across the border several times and threatens to do so again.77 To defuse tensions, U.S. and 
Turkish forces struck a deal to both patrol near the northeast city Manbij as Kurdish forces withdraw 
from the area gradually.78 In October, U.S. forces briefly came under fire from a Turkish-backed militia.79 
Given the limited control both Ankara and Washington have over their local allies, combined with 
general confusion in war, a U.S.-Turkish clash remains a possibility. 
 
No benefit justifies these dangers. Washington should only risk potentially catastrophic escalation with 
rival powers, especially nuclear armed-Russia, when America’s security is directly threatened. The 
stakes in Syria are far too low to risk such an outcome, especially with ISIS’s demise. 
 
ISIS’s defeat and mission creep 
 
Much criticism of the decision to exit Syria centers on the president’s declaration that ISIS is defeated. 
The conventional wisdom in Washington holds that U.S. security requires ISIS’s “enduring defeat” and 
staying in Syria to pursue an extended counterinsurgency mission. That is militarily unattainable and 
thus a recipe for a permanent military presence in Syria. 
 
ISIS’s territorial defeat is meaningful, contrary to much commentary. ISIS fought tenaciously to preserve 
its caliphate and lost it all. It lost an uncertain but large portion of its fighters. To say that is not defeat 
begs the question of what is. 
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It is true that most terrorist organizations are clandestine and can be more easily targeted when they 
hold ground. But territory has real benefits for the organization of political violence. 
 

ISIS-held territory in Syria and Iraq 

 
The U.S.-led coalition destroyed the last remnant of ISIS’s caliphate in March 2019. 

 
Territory facilitates the extraction of rents from economic activity to fund the insurgency or terrorist 
acts. Even under the threat of airstrikes, territory eases communication among militants, which aids 
training, the division of labor, arms distribution, and other steps vital to organizing violence. Clandestine 
groups, harried by security forces or police, rarely achieve violence on the scale of even insurgent 
groups that have these advantages.80 
 
Territorial gains also feed propaganda and recruitment. ISIS’s success at winning battles and taking 
territory in Syria and Iraq, more than its heralded social media efforts, won it global fame to the point 
that misguided young people around the world took up its name in committing terrorist acts or travelled 
to fight for it.81 In losing its caliphate, ISIS lost much of its allure as an idea or brand. 
 
Avoiding mission creep  
 
Keeping forces in Syria to combat post-caliphate ISIS is unnecessary, risky, and liable to expand into a 
protracted stay. The 2,000 U.S. forces currently in the northeast portion of Syria are not sufficient to 
hunt a clandestine organization spread out across much of Syria, most of which will be essentially off-
limits to U.S. forces. Even if that were not so, the policing effort would require forces far in excess of 
what the United States has deployed and an occupation with no obvious end.82 
 
Infeasible objectives produce indefinite missions and failure. That is something the Department of 
Defense seems to miss in a September 2018 report, which admitted that ISIS had “lost roughly 99 
percent of the territory in Syria,” while still warning that it remained an “adaptive organization capable of 
exploiting vulnerabilities in the security environment” that is “well-positioned to rebuild and work on 
enabling its physical caliphate to re-emerge.”83 Given these attributes, one struggles to envision what 
the DoD would characterize as the group’s “defeat.” 
 
Eastern Syria and western Iraq are not likely to be fully pacified in the near future. In pursuit of ISIS’s 
“enduring defeat,” U.S. forces might slide into long-term policing missions that draw attacks, as in 
Manbij, where four Americans were recently killed by a suicide bomber.84 As the Syrian government 
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regains control of its country, it may take actions to eject U.S. forces, along with its militia backers. U.S. 
forces, already at risk of attack from Sunni insurgents in Iraq and Syria, may gain the violent attention of 
their Shiite adversaries. 
 
Keeping U.S. forces in Syria may simply exacerbate these risks. Using a small contingent of forces to 
hunt ISIS, poke at Iran, and protect Kurds may only spread them thinly enough to fail quickly and create 
demand for more. The remaining force will be enough to get into trouble but not enough to win any 
serious fight without support. 
 
A small force may represent something of down payment towards the larger costs that more ambitious, 
recent efforts in the region have entailed. Another effort to manage sectarian conflict to shape local 
politics in a pro-American direction is unlikely to have a better outcome than the recent efforts in Iraq or 
Afghanistan. It will pit U.S. forces against the government of the state and potentially both Shiite and 
Sunni extremists. It will be another dubious small war that ties down U.S. forces and keeps them from 
preparation for clearer and more important missions.85 
 
Keeping U.S. troops in Syria is bad counterterrorism policy 
 
The best way to combat ISIS, in the long-term, is to remove U.S. forces from Syria and let local actors 
take the lead in combatting its remnants. U.S. forces attract resistance that might aid ISIS’s survival.86 
And U.S. ground forces can perform few useful counterterrorism missions in Syria. ISIS’s primary 
hunters are not U.S. forces but the Kurds, who have self-interested reasons to keep up the hunt. None of 
the other major actors operating in Syria—the Iranian-backed forces, the Russians, the Assad regime, its 
loyalist militias, and even most other Sunni groups—will tolerate ISIS forces. 
 
In the unlikely event that those efforts to combat ISIS fail, leaving now would not prevent the United 
States from returning, as the president said, hopefully with congressional authorization. The U.S. 
surveillance and strike capability does not disappear with its ground presence. As in Yemen, Pakistan, 
Libya, and elsewhere around the globe, U.S. forces retain the ability to strike terrorists without military 
occupation. 
 

Other bad reasons for staying 
 
Advocates of keeping U.S. ground forces in Syria make three primary arguments for keeping U.S. forces 
in Syria, besides the idea that they should stay to fight ISIS: 
 

§ Leaving will open a vacuum and cede Syria to U.S. rivals 

§ Leaving abandons the Kurds 

§ Leaving will deny the United States the ability to help shape Syria’s post-war order 

 
Vacuums and crescents 
 
The claim that the United States should not leave Syria to Russia or Iran makes little sense.87 To begin 
with, both countries have a long history of influence in Syria. Both were invited by the Assad regime to 
help win the war and would be nearly impossible to extract prior to that outcome—it would require a 
massive U.S. military commitment. Both are proximate states to Syria (the United States is 6,000 miles 
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away); both perceive strong interests in maintaining the government’s rule; and both have a strong base 
of support there, especially Iran. Those facts make Syria a poor arena in which to compete with those 
powers, even if one is after avoidable competition. 
 
Syria is not a prize that will propel outside states to greater regional power.88 Syria’s leadership is 
unlikely to cede its limited oil and gas revenue to partners.89 It has little else to offer outside forces, 
beyond the chance to participate in managing a sectarian civil war. There is no strategic basis for 
denying adversaries such burdens. 
 
The oft-repeated idea that the United States should stay on in Syria to prevent a “Shiite crescent” linking 
Tehran to Lebanon, and thus allowing Iran to easily supply Hezbollah, suffers major flaws.90 This land 
route—possible because of the failed U.S. war in Iraq—is not a threat to Americans. Iran has for decades 
flown and shipped arms and aid to its proxies. While Hezbollah remains problematic, it has not attacked 
an American target since the mid-1990s, and Israel is well-equipped to see to its own security and deter 
attacks from Syria without a U.S. military presence in Syria.91 The return of a coherent Syrian 
government that limits jihadist threats there and provides a return address for deterrence is 
comparatively good for Israel.92 Israel has co-existed with Syria and an Assad ruler for decades. 
 
The Kurds aren’t U.S. wards 
 
The Kurdish SDF or YPG combatted ISIS out of self-preservation, not as a favor to Americans—but 
simply leaving them to face Turkish attacks would be capricious. As discussed, they should be 
encouraged to negotiate something like their pre-war situation with the Assad regime to avoid attacks 
from Turkey. They have reportedly kept an open line to Damascus for this reason.93 
 
Handing western Syria to Turkey is a bad idea. Turkey’s focus on Kurds and history of tolerating 
jihadists in Syria means its willingness to go after ISIS’s remnants is questionable. Allowing Turkish 
forces to take over U.S. positions would also put Kurdish forces in needless peril. U.S. leaders should 
instead cheer Kurdish efforts to restore something like the status quo ante bellum, where Syrian 
government forces controlled the border, and the YPG functioned without being attacked by Turkey.94 
That is what the Kurds were pursuing early in 2019, even as some Trump administration officials 
discouraged them.95 The United States can push Assad, if need be through Russia, to refrain from 
targeting Kurds and other rebels that negotiate ceasefires, and to allow those who America helped to 
battle ISIS to emigrate.96 
 
But sooner rather than later, the Kurds have to once again make their own way in Syria. The United 
States never promised to become the permanent guarantors of an autonomous Kurdish statelet.97 
Doing so would pit U.S. forces in a permanent standoff with NATO ally Turkey and the Syrian 
government. Aligning with a party to secure a common interest does not require adoption of all its 
interests in perpetuity. 
 
The limited leverage troops provide isn’t enough 
 
The argument for leaving U.S. troops in Syria with the most merit is to improve Washington’s hand in 
negotiations over the war’s termination. But Washington has not been particularly involved in recent 
negotiations about the war because U.S. demands—a full withdrawal of Iran-linked forces and the 
removal of Assad from power—were poison pills.98 
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Even with more realistic positions, the United States has limited leverage. What power it has comes 
more from its potential to use force than the limited force now deployed. Even as U.S. forces leave, that 
leverage should be used to push for an end to mass execution and other blatant human rights abuses, 
to allow the emigration of U.S.-backed rebels who seek it, to push for the peaceful reintegration of those 
that do not, and to allow international organizations to provide aid in war-torn areas. 
 
DISENTANGLING TO PROTECT U.S. INTERESTS 
 
The Assad regime’s brutality and the seeming decency of many of its early opponents gave U.S. support 
for rebels a specious allure. But regime change was never a responsible policy. U.S. support for rebels 
did not give them much chance to win—it merely intensified and prolonged the civil war. Since the start 
of civil war, Syria’s likely futures were all grim: rule by Assad or another authoritarian like him, or 
continued war and the humanitarian disaster and extremism that accompanied it. Even a U.S. invasion 
to overthrow Assad would not have changed that. 
 
The grim promise in Syria is that regime victory will at last end the war. That will not bring justice, but it 
will allow a rough peace that should let many refugees return home, see more of Syria’s wealth flow to 
improving Syrians’ welfare, and increase their life expectancy. It will also aid the U.S. goal in Syria of 
eliminating ISIS and other transnational terrorist organizations deemed threatening. The United States 
should not celebrate Assad’s victory, but it should accept the reality that he will remain in power. U.S. 
leaders should use their limited leverage over the Syrian government to try to reduce its worst excesses. 
 
Staying in Syria threatens to drive adversaries into allying against the United States; to inflame Islamist-
nationalist sentiments in Iraq and Syria, making U.S. forces targets; and to risk U.S. conflict with Russia, 
Iran, Turkey, and Syria for no good reason. Staying also ties down U.S. forces and limits their focus on 
core missions. 
 
Pursuing ISIS’s “enduring defeat” with ground forces would expand the U.S. mission into a vague and 
dangerous nation-building project. Remaining is also poor counterterrorism strategy, given the limited 
number and range of U.S. forces there, the other forces—including the Syrian government—willing do 
that work, and the likelihood that staying will do more to help ISIS’s potential resuscitation than to 
prevent it. 
 
No coherent security rationale justifies running those risks. The United States is leaving no prize in Syria 
to outside, adversarial powers. The Kurds can deal with Assad and escape Turkey’s wrath.  
 
In Syria’s civil war, the United States has the opportunity to reduce its burdens, avoid further 
entanglement, and ease great power tensions, while having achieved its key goal. Washington should 
accept the limited victory, rather than staying and finding new trouble. 
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