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Key points

1. After 12 years of civil war, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s government has consolidated its power
and defeated credible threats to its rule. The anti-Assad armed opposition, which once controlled half of
Syria, is relegated to the northwestern province of Idlib.

2. While the Biden administration recognizes that Assad will likely remain in office, U.S. policy remains
punitive, maintaining comprehensive sanctions on Syria until Assad negotiates political reforms with his
opponents and agrees to free and fair elections.

3. This policy will not produce the desired results. Assad is firmly entrenched, benefits from the help of
security partners in Iran and Russia, who prefer that he stays in power, and remains highly unlikely to
comply with U.S. demands. The status quo amounts to collective punishment of the Syrian population.

4. Approximately 900 U.S. troops remain in eastern Syria, allegedly to train and advise the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces against ISIS. But ISIS lost its territorial caliphate more than four years ago.
The risk of keeping U.S. forces there in perpetuity which includes sporadic attacks on U.S. positions and
escalation risks with various actors, outweighs any rewards.

5. Neither the sanctions nor the occupation of eastern Syria serves U.S. security interests. The former
does no good, and the latter risks embroiling the United States in a mission without an end date.

6. The United States should withdraw its remaining forces and offload what is left of the counter-ISIS
mission to local actors. The United States should also reduce if not end its failing sanctions regime.

The Syrian Civil War and the evolution of U.S. policy

U.S. interests in the Middle East are limited: defend against anti-U.S. terrorist threats, prevent long-term
disruptions to the flow of oil in the international market, and ensure no power can dominate the region.! The
United States has adopted a risky, resource-intensive strategy to accomplish these objectives, with U.S. Central
Command stationing between 40,000 and 60,000 troops across a constellation of bases in the region.? But
defending U.S. interests does not require a permanent military presence. Scattered terrorist organizations that
might target the United States are best handled by local authorities and, if necessary, long-range U.S. strikes,
not permanent troops.® Moreover, no single power in the Middle East is economically or militarily strong enough
to reach hegemonic status, even if it wanted to; the major powers balance each other and are currently seeking
a détente. Russia and China have exhibited no interest in policing the Middle East’s territorial disputes and
sectarian squabbles.* Even if the United States—which is now the world’s leading oil producer—had to worry
about disruptions in the Middle East’s oil supply causing price increases, it is unlikely that a long-term U.S. troop
presence would prevent such disruptions.®

Even if these flawed rationales for the U.S. presence in the region made sense, they would not justify current
U.S. policy in Syria. Concerns about oil and hegemony do not apply in the case of Syria, which in pre-war times
was a minor oil producer: Its 2.3 billion barrels comprise only 0.1 percent of the world’s total reserves.® The
Syrian state was too poor and weak to affect the Middle East’s balance of power in a significant way before the
war and is even weaker today after more than a decade of internal conflict. U.S. interests in Syria are in fact
extremely narrow, centering on preventing the Islamic State from launching attacks against the United States.
Imposing sanctions on Syria to force a change of government and occupying a portion of Syria in perpetuity are
not required to achieve that goal.



The last three U.S. administrations, however, have unsuccessfully pursued more ambitious goals like the
transformation of Syria’s political system. The Obama administration authorized a ClIA-backed program
(Operation Timber Sycamore) to arm and train the anti-Assad insurgency in 2013 and publicly announced that it
would provide limited military aid to the anti-Assad insurgency that same year.” Both programs produced
meager results. Jihadist factions within the broader insurgency emerged as the most powerful and effective
fighting forces on the ground, leading some veteran Middle East hands, like former National Security Council
Director Philip H. Gordon, to worry about a jihadist explosion in post-Assad Syria.2 Some of the supplies donated
by the United States to vetted rebel groups were stolen by fighters affiliated with Al-Qaeda while some of them
were sold on the black market.’

While President Donald Trump formally abolished the CIA’s program in 2017, his administration nevertheless
viewed Syria as an extension of its maximum pressure strategy on Iran.’® U.S. policy rested on five goals: (1) an
enduring defeat of ISIS; (2) the resolution of the Syrian conflict through a UN political process; (3) diminished
Iranian influence; (4) the safe return of refugees; and (5) a Syria free of weapons of mass destruction.'" In
September 2018, National Security Adviser John Bolton expanded those goals, telling the Associated Press that
U.S. troops would remain in Syria unless all Iranian forces and Iranian proxies left the country—a declaration
that, if taken seriously, made a long-term U.S. presence virtually inevitable.'> Ambassador James Jeffrey,
Trump's special envoy to Syria, added a sixth objective to the list: turn Russia’s military presence in Syria into “a
quagmire.”®

The Trump administration left office having accomplished none of these goals. The “enduring defeat” of ISIS—
effectively killing every single militant under the ISIS umbrella—proved unrealistic.'® Syria’s conflict has
subsided due to Assad's battlefield success, not U.N.-facilitated diplomacy, which remains stalled.'® Iran
continues to hold significant influence in Syria, with Iranian-linked militias occasionally shelling U.S. forces.'®
Some of those same militias have been incorporated into the Syrian security forces.!” With a poor economic
future and concerns about personal safety, few refugees are willing to return.’® Assad also retains a small
chemical weapons capability and continues to obstruct investigations by the Organization for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons."

The Biden administration narrowed those objectives somewhat upon entering office in January 2021.2° The
United States is now concentrating on easing Syria’s humanitarian crisis, holding Assad accountable for war
crimes, defeating ISIS, and maintaining existing ceasefire arrangements between the Syrian army and its armed
opponents.?' Facilitating talks between the Syrian government and the Syrian opposition has been outsourced
to the United Nations and countries with a bigger stake in the war's outcome, such as Turkey, Iran, and Russia.?

U.S. policy in Syria continues to rely heavily on economic pressure. The 2019 Caesar Syrian Civilian Protection
(Caesar) Act is a prominent example of this. Rather than targeting specific individuals or sectors of the Syrian
economy, Caesar sanctions target all areas under Syrian government control, where the majority of Syrians now
live.Z2 Any foreign person who “provides significant financial, material, or technological support to, or knowingly
engages in a significant transaction with” the Syrian government (or any entity owned or controlled by the
Syrian government) will no longer be able to do business in the United States or access the U.S. financial
system.?* The sanctions aim to complicate Assad'’s ability to govern and prevent post-war reconstruction in
government-held territory until the U.S. president observes that Syria has adopted significant policy changes,
such as releasing all political prisoners, holding members of its own government accountable for war crimes,
ending aid cutoffs in opposition-held areas, and ensuring the safe return of Syrian refugees.?®

In practical terms, the United States is offering foreign entities a choice: you can either do business with the

world’s largest economy or you can do business with the Syrian government. The Biden administration is
adamant that the United States will only reconcile with the Syrian government after a “Syrian-led and Syrian-



owned” political transition process occurs in line with UN Security Council 2254, which calls for the
establishment of a national unity government, intra-Syrian negotiations on a new constitution, and free elections
under UN supervision.?® U.S. officials have reiterated this message to their Arab partners as well, opposing any
normalization efforts with Damascus.?’” Despite this uncompromising approach, Assad remains in power and
views his opponents as terrorists, not opponents with legitimate grievances.

The United States also continues to prosecute a military campaign against the remnants of ISIS in eastern
Syria. That campaign began in September 2014, when the United States, with the support of Arab partners, first
used air power to target ISIS checkpoints, training compounds, and command posts.? In September 2014,
Congress authorized the training and arming of vetted Syrian opposition forces for the purpose of reclaiming
land controlled by ISIS.2° In November 2015, U.S. special operations forces deployed to Syria to aid the Kurdish-
led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF).%° The U.S. troop presence in the country reached a reported high of 2,000 in
December 2017.%" The Biden administration has largely continued its predecessors’ counter-ISIS policy, even as
ISIS has ceased to exist.*? The United States maintains roughly 900 U.S. troops across multiple locations,
including the al-Tanf garrison, where U.S. forces administer a 55-kilometer deconfliction zone to ensure hostile
actors (Russian mercenaries, Syrian troops, and pro-government militias) do not threaten operations there.
According to U.S. Central Command, in 2023 the U.S. military has conducted 90 operations against ISIS in Syria,
87 with the SDF and 3 of them unilaterally.

Current U.S. policy is outdated and hurts the Syrian people

Syria is a wreck. After over a decade of civil and proxy war, Syria's economy is in shambles relative to its
neighbors. The World Bank classified Syria as a low-income country in 2018. The only other country in the
Middle East with such a ranking is Yemen.?* In 2010, Syria’s economy was more than nine times larger than
Jordan'’s. By 2020, Syria’s GDP was less than a quarter of Jordan's.*®
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Ravaged by a destructive civil conflict, Syria’'s economy is one of the worst in the Middle
East. However, U.S. sanctions have also dissuaded third parties from investing in Syria’s
reconstruction or providing humanitarian assistance.
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Syria's healthcare system remains dilapidated: 45 percent of its public health centers are not fully functioning;
shortages of medicine afflict Syrians across the country; and almost 65 percent of Syrian households
interviewed by the International Rescue Committee reported difficulty accessing health services.®® Meanwhile,
estimates of Syria's reconstruction costs range from $250 billion to more than $400 billion.

Despite recent demonstrations in the south over poor living conditions and high fuel prices, the Syrian
government'’s hold on power seems quite firm. The anti-Assad armed opposition has lost many of its external
patrons, including Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Jordan, all of which have reached
cooperation agreements with Damascus in recent years. The Syrian political opposition has been and remains
riven by personality disputes and ideological differences; it also lacks influence on the ground.®” The Assad
government, in partnership with Russia and Iran, vanquished the insurgency on the battlefield using tactics such
as indiscriminate air attacks and aid cutoffs in opposition-controlled areas until fighters agreed to lay down
their arms and evacuate to Idlib.3 And while the Kurdish-led SDF east of the Euphrates River remains a strong
fighting force that proved its mettle during the years-long military campaign against ISIS, it is not interested in
fighting Assad. In fact, it is seeking to negotiate with him.°

Arguments for Syria policy reform

Reforming U.S.-Syria policy is long overdue for four specific reasons. First, Syria's neighbors have come to
terms with Assad'’s political survival and have calculated that bringing him back into the region’s politics holds
more promise in meeting their respective interests than isolating him does.*® Second, U.S. sanctions hurt the
Syrian people more than their leaders. Third, sanctions historically have rarely compelled targeted states to
dramatically change their conduct. Finally, a persistent U.S. military presence in Syria is unnecessary for U.S.
counterterrorism goals and involves unjustified risks and costs based on our security needs.

The Arab world has moved on, making an isolation campaign less feasible

The same powers in the Middle East that once armed, financed, and trained the anti-Assad insurgency have now
reconciled themselves to the reality of Assad's staying power.*' There has long been a sentiment in the region
that the status quo of isolation simply is not working, as Saudi Foreign Minister Faisal bin Farhan admitted in
February 2023.%2 This is the result of a years-long process. The UAE re-opened its embassy in Damascus in
December 2018 and has hosted Assad twice for in-person meetings on strengthening bilateral relations.*®
Abdullah Il, the king of Jordan and the first Arab leader to call on Assad to step down, is now trying to work with
Damascus to combat the smuggling of narcotics. Syrian-Saudi relations were normalized in April 2023, with the
two countries resuming direct flights and consular services.** A month later, Syria was re-inducted into the Arab
League after a suspension that lasted nearly twelve years.*®

In short, the Middle East has moved on from trying to oust or reform the Assad regime and is instead living with
the political reality of Assad’s rule. The United States’ policy is the opposite: insensitive to changed
circumstances and detached from achievable objectives. U.S. partners in the region recognize the United
States’ inflexibility and are trying to work around U.S. restrictions. Three weeks after Secretary Blinken reiterated
U.S. policy against normalization, Jordan aligned with the majority of states in the Arab League to support
Syria's readmission into the organization as a full member.*®

This should not be surprising. Individual Arab states have their own reasons for normalizing relations with
Damascus. As stated above, Jordan is primarily concerned with stemming the flow of Captagon, a deadly
amphetamine that is produced in Syria and transported through Jordanian territory on its way to the Gulf Arab
states (allegations of Syrian government involvement in the manufacturing and smuggling of the drug have



been documented by researchers).*’ For the UAE, improving ties with Syria means retaining at least some
influence in a country that Iran, Russia, Turkey, and the United States have carved into respective spheres of
influence.*® Turkey, long Assad'’s staunchest adversary, hopes that a comprehensive reconciliation with
Damascus will allow Turkey to deport some of the four million Syrian refugees that Ankara hosts back to Syria.
Persistent U.S. disapproval of these regional developments is futile and puts the United States on the opposite
side of a concerted push by regional powers to move past deeply rooted grievances in pursuit of de-escalation.
Arab normalization with Assad also undermines U.S. attempts to isolate the Syrian government, further
reducing the already unlikely prospect of Syrian political reform. No campaign of isolation against Assad is
likely to succeed if Syria's neighbors refuse to buy into it.

Syria’'s normalization with the Arab League
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While the United States opposes efforts to normalize relations with Syria, other Middle
Eastern countries recognize that Assad is going nowhere. They would rather work with Syria on
issues of mutual concern than maintain hardline policies to isolate the regime.

U.S. sanctions primarily punish Syrians, not Assad

The U.S. sanctions regime against Syria is predicated on the idea that sufficient pressure will cause Assad to
give in and comply with U.S. demands. This assumption was always questionable; even when the fighting came
within miles of the presidential palace, Assad demonstrated no willingness to compromise with his political
opponents. Today, such a development is extremely unlikely given the facts. The Syrian government is in its
strongest military position since the civil war began. The Syrian army and pro-government militias control
approximately 70 percent of the country’s territory, with most major cities, transportation arteries, airports, and
ports in Assad’s hands.*’

If the United Sates’ Syria policy was effective in isolating Assad and reforming Syria’s government, it might be

seen as a brutal but useful tradeoff for Syria’s well-being over the long term. But after more than a decade of an
ever-tightening sanctions regime, U.S. policy has immiserated ordinary Syrians and done little to foster a
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political transition. While the Syrian government is primarily responsible for the devastation wreaked on Syria’s
infrastructure, economy, and healthcare system, U.S. sanctions on the Syrian economy have aggravated the
poor conditions the Syrian people face on a daily basis. More than fifteen million people, or 70 percent of Syria’s
population, need humanitarian assistance to survive.>® Twelve million people are considered food insecure and
more than thirteen million have fled their homes during the course of the conflict, including more than six million
refugees.®' Nine out of ten Syrians live below the poverty line, the result of a depreciating Syrian currency and
rising food prices.5?

The United States has tried to rectify the situation by committing nearly $17 billion in humanitarian assistance
since the beginning of the war.%® Even so, humanitarian aid is designed as a stop-gap measure on the road to
full economic recovery. U.S. sanctions, however, prevent this recovery from happening. The United States is well
within its rights to not participate in Syria’s reconstruction. But the scope and depth of the U.S. sanctions
regime, principally the Caesar Act, deters other states from doing the same. Few regional powers will move to
rebuild Syria or invest there under threat of U.S. financial penalties. Consequently, the Syrian people remain
trapped between a predatory government and U.S.-imposed economic restrictions that keep the country in a
desultory state.

The U.S. Treasury Department states that U.S. sanctions do not apply to humanitarian activities, and several
general licenses have been issued to permit the use of U.S. banking channels to process transactions related to
a variety of not-for-profit activities in Syria in the fields of agriculture, public health, civil society, and
education.® The United States broadened these exceptions after a devastating earthquake in February 2023,
authorizing a 180-day carve-out of its Syria sanctions program to ensure humanitarian relief efforts were not
obstructed.*®

Humanitarian waivers are good in theory but often do not work in practice. Financial institutions, conservative in
interpreting U.S. law and policy guidance, are wary of actions that could result in U.S. fines, prosecution, or
reputational damage.® U.S. banks are not alone in this respect; according to the European Parliamentary
Research Service, European Union (EU) sanctions on Syria have had a “chilling effect” on European financial
institutions that would otherwise be open to Syria-related transactions.>” A similar phenomenon was
documented by UN special rapporteur Dr. Alena Douhan during a November 2022 trip to Syria. She found that
medicines and medical devices exempted from sanctions are nevertheless difficult to come by for the Syrian
people due to a fear among suppliers, exporters, and banks of possible legal exposure.”®

The Syrian people, not the Syrian government, are bearing the burden of the U.S. sanctions regime. Assad
continues to ensure his core constituencies in the Syrian military and the Alawite community, as well as his
extended family, are given ample opportunity to get rich.*® Informal criminal networks have been established to
help recoup some of the losses in Syria’s formal economy.®® Regular Syrians have no such recourse.

Sanctions rarely lead to major policy change

Sanctions have a bad track record of coercing targeted states to compromise on their core interests.®' Because
sanctions tend to demand that states sacrifice something they deem important, states under sanctions usually
choose to live with, and adapt to, the economic pain rather than concede to foreign pressure. Nationalism can
motivate a state’s willingness to resist foreign diktats, particularly if the only other alternative is capitulation.®?

Syria is not the only example of economic coercion failing to produce the desired results. Cuba maintains its

authoritarian-style government and an independent, adversarial foreign policy despite a six-decade-long U.S.
trade embargo. The Trump administration’s maximum pressure strategy on Iran, which sought to push Tehran



into negotiating a new nuclear agreement and conceding on major elements of its foreign policy, instead
compelled the Iranian government to escalate the very actions the United States objected t0.% U.S. financial
sanctions on Venezuela's oil industry, the source of almost all of its export earnings, failed to coerce Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro into resigning—if anything, the sanctions aided him by providing an opportunity to
blame the United States for Venezuela's economic crisis and denounce the U.S.-supported political opposition.®
Maduro’s actions are no surprise to scholars who have found that comprehensive sanctions can limit personal
liberties and political space in targeted states.®®

The case in Syria is no different. Assad’s core priorities are to stay in power and strengthen the political system
that his father, Hafez al-Assad, built over a span of three decades. U.S. policy threatened both of those priorities,
which meant Assad had ample reason to resist no matter how much economic pain the United States brought
to bear.®®

Assad also had the benefit of having partners invested in his survival, which helped nullify the impact of U.S.
sanctions. For Iran, Syria under the Assad family has been a critical asset in a region largely skeptical, if not
hostile, to Iranian power. As for Russia, the ouster of Assad could potentially have jeopardized its security
relationship with Syria, which dates back to the 1950s, as well as its port facility in Tartus abetting the eastern
Mediterranean. Russian President Vladimir Putin viewed Assad as a bulwark against a jihadist takeover and was
concerned about the Syrian government’s collapse affecting security in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and Russia
proper.®” Iran and Russia have therefore kept Assad afloat because it was in their interest to do so. Support
continues to this day; a network of Shia militia factions organized by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) remains entrenched in Syria, backfilling the regular Syrian security forces.®® Russia still conducts
occasional airstrikes in support of the Syrian military and offers low-interest loans to Syria to purchase food and
other products manufactured by Russian companies.

All of these factors weigh heavily against the effectiveness of U.S. sanctions. Assad has deftly exploited U.S.
sanctions to bolster his power, even as economic pain trickles down to ordinary Syrians.

Open-ended military missions distract and weaken the U.S.

U.S. policymakers justify the U.S. military presence in eastern Syria in a number of ways. Some argue that a
continuous troop presence provides the United States with leverage over Assad, whose desire to reclaim the
SDF-controlled oil fields in the east may convince him to be more flexible on political reform.® Others maintain
that a U.S. troop presence is necessary to deter Turkey from launching a large-scale attack on Kurdish
positions—Joe Biden seemed to suggest as much during his 2020 presidential campaign.™ Still others argue
that U.S. troops are vital for keeping the tens of thousands of ISIS fighters, family members, and sympathizers
under detention.”

None of these justifications hold up to scrutiny. ISIS today has nowhere near the strength, manpower, and
wealth it had at its height in 2014 when the group controlled a swath of Iraq and Syria the size of the United
Kingdom and governed around eight million people. The ISIS territorial caliphate was destroyed in March 2019
when the last stretch of land in the Syrian town of Baghouz was captured by U.S.-backed Kurdish fighters.
Because ISIS no longer controls territory, it cannot tax the population. Without a reliable stream of income, it
must rely on kidnapping and smuggling.” Multiple senior ISIS commanders, leaders, and facilitators have been
killed in decapitation strikes, and ISIS has been forced to decentralize operations due to constant military
pressure from multiple quarters.” ISIS's ability to plan, resource, and execute attacks against the United States
was always inflated; the group’s propaganda reach was greater than its capacity for action. To the extent ISIS
was involved in terrorist operations against the United States, its role was indirect; for example, the 2016



nightclub shooting in Florida that killed 50 people was not an ISIS operation per se but rather a lone-wolf attack
perpetrated by an ISIS sympathizer.” Maintaining a long-term U.S. ground presence in eastern Syria does
nothing to prevent these types of lone-wolf attacks.

At present, ISIS attacks are limited to low-level, unsophisticated strikes on targets of opportunity such as
convoys and checkpoints. The SDF has become increasingly competent in finding and neutralizing ISIS cells in
their area of responsibility and is capable of executing independent operations.” The U.S. Director of National
Intelligence’s 2023 Worldwide Threat Assessment stated that “In Iraq and Syria, ISIS has slowed its operational
tempo relative to when it controlled physical territory from 2014-[20]19, probably because of logistical,
financial, personnel, and leadership shortfalls.”®

Senior military and defense officials, including the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Gen. Mark Milley, have stated
that withdrawing from Syria would compromise this progress and enable the “resurgence” of I1SIS.”” But the
United States is only one of many local and external actors in Syria who want to prevent the reconstitution of
ISIS's territorial caliphate.” The Syrian government, Turkey, the SDF, Russia, Iran, and Iranian-backed militias
may disagree on how Syria should be governed, but all of them agree that keeping ISIS contained suits their
interests. Russian, Syrian, and Turkish military forces have all acted against ISIS in the past, either through
airstrikes or coordinated ground offensives. In 2016, Turkey launched a unilateral military operation in northern
Syria in part to degrade ISIS’s presence along a section of the Syrian-Turkish border.” In May 2023, the Turkish
intelligence service reportedly played a role in the death of ISIS leader Abu Hussein al-Qurashi, who was located
in northwestern Syria.2® The Russian Air Force continues to conduct periodic counter-ISIS operations in the
central Syrian desert, as does the Syrian army.®' These operations are likely to increase, not decrease, in the
event of a U.S. withdrawal.

Territorial control in Syria’'s Civil War
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Regime forces have consolidated control over more than half of Syria since the destruction of

the ISIS territorial caliphate. But even though ISIS remnants only pose a local threat, 900
U.S. forces remain in Syria to ensure the group's “enduring defeat.”

As stated earlier, U.S. officials claim that a U.S. presence in eastern Syria makes the resumption of intra-Syrian
negotiations more likely. But the reality proves otherwise. While Assad certainly hopes to reclaim the eastern oil



fields to mitigate his budgetary problems, his political longevity does not depend on them. Some of the oil fields
in the Syrian provinces of Deir-ez-Zor and Hasakah have been outside the Syrian government’s remit for a
decade, yet Assad remains as resistant to proposals that dilute his power today as he was when the war
started. The Syrian Constitutional Committee, a U.N.-led body staffed with members nominated by the Syrian
government, opposition, and civil society that seeks to re-write Syria’s Constitution as a step toward free and
fair elections, remains paralyzed due to Assad’s obstructionism. It has not met in over a year.®?

Instead of being a point of leverage, U.S. troop deployments in Syria are a burden and source of risk. U.S. troops
and contractors are periodically under the threat of drone and rocket attacks perpetrated by Iranian-supported
militias, some of which result in casualties. U.S. troops based in Syria and Iraq were attacked 83 times between
January 2021 and March 2023.8% In March 2023, one American contractor was killed and five U.S. soldiers were
wounded when a drone of “Iranian-origin” exploded at a coalition base in northeast Syria.®* The United States
immediately retaliated, striking facilities in Syria affiliated with Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC).% U.S. airstrikes can have short-term effects, including the destruction of arms caches and the death of
enemy fighters. But they are purely punitive and evidently fail to deter follow-on attacks by the militias, resulting
in a tit-for-tat escalation that risks a wider war with Iran. Rocket and drone strikes on U.S. positions are liable to
continue for as long as U.S. forces are on the ground.

Timeline of U.S.-Russian escalation in Syria

March 2023: The U.S.
announces a spike in
Russian jets harassing
U.S. bases in Syria.

April 2017: The U.S. strikes Syrian
government forces for the first time
leading Russia to suspend the
deconfliction hotline.

September 2017: The U.S. and Russia
are forced to establish a new
deconfliction hotline for their ground
forces as both interventions expand.

September 2015:
The Russian military
intervention in Syria

October 2015: The
U.S. and Russia
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February 2018: U.S. special forces
and local allies clash with Syrian
and Wagner mercenary forces at

August 2020: 4 U.S. service
members are wounded in a vehicle
collision with Russian forces in Syria.
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The U.S. carries
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strikes in Syria.

February 2021: Russia
condemns U.S. strikes
against Iran-backed militants.
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July 2023: A Russian aircraft
strikes a U.S. drone with a flare.

August 2023: Russian aircraft harass
Coalition planes 7 times in a single month.

Sources: Dave Gilson, “A Twisted Timeline of US-Russia Relations in Syria,” Mother Jones, July/August 2019; Idrees Ali, “Russia notifies intent to suspend communication

channel: coalition official,” Reuters, April 7, 2017; Lolita C. Baldor, et al, “Vehicle collision with Russians injures 4 US troops in Syria,” Military Times, August 26, 2020; Gabrielle

Tétrault-Farber, “Moscow Strongly Condemns U.S. air strikes in Syria, ministry says,” Reuters, February 26, 2021; Courtney Kube, “Armed Russian jets have flown over a U.S.

base in Syria nearly every day in March, U.S. commander says,” NBC News, March 22, 2023; “US says Russian aircraft struck its drone with flare over Syria,” Al Jazeera, July 25,

2023; Michael Callahan, “Pentagon: Russian fighter jets approached US and Coalition aircraft over Syria 7 times in August — at times within 1,000 feet,” CNN, September 1, 2023.
U.S. and Russian forces in Syria have repeatedly brushed up against each other since 2615. In

one instance, hundreds of Wagner mercenaries were killed during a battle with U.S. forces.
More recently, Russian forces in Syria have become more comfortable taking risky actions like

harassing U.S. bases and drones.

Advocates of a continuous U.S. troop presence in Syria also argue that withdrawal would result in a vacuum
that would be filled by Russia and Iran. This is wrong for three reasons. First, the primary beneficiary of any
vacuum left by the U.S departure will be the Syrian government; outside powers like Russia and Iran do not have
the resources for an extended commitment and might even lose interest as Assad’s writ expands.®® Second,
since Russia and Iran will always have some degree of influence in Syria, such a formulation effectively rules
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out any U.S. troop departure for any reason. Third, there are no outside “winners” in Syria, which will remain an
unproductive, resource-poor, and sectarian-laced country with multiple armed factions for years to come.®’ It is
difficult to see how Russia and Iran would be considered the winners of the Syrian conflict if they were forced to
manage these problems.

Finally, engagements with Russian military personnel are a growing escalation risk for U.S. personnel. The
Russian Air Force is no longer respecting deconfliction protocols designed to limit incidents between U.S. and
Russian forces.® In some cases, Russian aircraft have violated them as many as three or four times in a single
day.®® During three consecutive days in July 2023, Russian fighter aircraft forced U.S. drone operators to fly off
course in order to avoid a collision.®® The trend continued in August 2023.°' Russian military vehicles have
sideswiped U.S. vehicles, Russian pilots carrying munitions have flown low over joint U.S.-SDF patrols, and
Russian surveillance aircraft have sought to collect information about the al-Tanf garrison. While the probability
of a direct clash between two nuclear-armed powers remains low, the potentially catastrophic consequences of
such a clash occurring, accidental or otherwise, vastly outweigh whatever minimal counterterrorism gains a
lasting U.S. deployment might bring.

Mapping out a new Syria policy

Today, the United States seeks to accomplish two major goals: (1) the enduring defeat of ISIS and (2)
pressuring Assad into a U.N.-led political process that will ultimately lead to the establishment of a multi-party
democracy in Syria. Neither is necessary for U.S. national security. The former involves excessive risk for an
unfeasible objective over an indefinite timetable while the latter is highly unlikely and causes pointless harm to
Syrians. The United States should be realistic about what it can accomplish, recognize when past policies have
failed, roll back sanctions, and end its military presence, thereby reducing unnecessary costs.

Recommendation 1: Withdraw all U.S. forces from Syria

The risks associated with a lingering U.S. force presence in Syria outweigh the perceived counterterrorism
benefits. U.S. troops were originally deployed for a limited, specific mission with clear metrics: destroying the
ISIS territorial caliphate. This mission was achieved when the U.S.-partnered SDF retook the last small town
under ISIS’s control in 2019. Rather than declare the mission a success and withdraw, multiple U.S.
administrations have since expanded the mission to the “enduring defeat” of ISIS. The word “enduring”
suggests the United States seeks to neutralize every fighter under the ISIS umbrella or destroy the organization
in its entirety. This is effectively impossible and a recipe for a perpetual military presence. Terrorist
organizations can survive in some form without posing much risk beyond their immediate environs.?? Despite
more than twenty years of military pressure, Al-Qaeda is still in existence but carries out few if any attacks in the
West.

Rather than maintain an open-ended deployment, the United States should withdraw all troops from Syria and
hand primary responsibility to local actors for managing the organization’s remnants. All of these local actors
possess a strong aversion to an ISIS resurgence, and none of them wishes to see ISIS flourish in their areas.
Some, like the Syrian Kurds, were combatting ISIS even before the United States intervened with airstrikes, arms
supplies, and training. The alternative, permitting ISIS to recuperate, would be an existential danger to their
communities. Thanks to U.S. equipment and mentoring, the Kurds are far more operationally capable today than
they were in 2014. The incentives to continue the counter-ISIS fight will persist long after the United States is
gone.



Claims that a troop withdrawal would be high risk for U.S. security are refuted by ISIS’s current unimpressive
operational capabilities, the incentive structure of local actors, including the Syrian government, who will retain
a long-term interest in degrading ISIS for their own reasons, and over-the-horizon strike capabilities the U.S.
counterterrorism apparatus has built since the 9/11 attacks.®® The United States has demonstrated multiple
times, including during the July 2022 drone strike against Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawabhiri in Afghanistan,
that a constant ground presence is not required to track and kill high-profile terrorists in challenging
environments.®* The United States and its partners in Europe and the Middle East could continue funding the
SDF's makeshift prison system, although the best solution is a large-scale repatriation of ISIS fighters to their
countries of origin for prosecution.

Recommendation 2: Revise U.S. Syria sanctions to ensure humanitarian aid is received

The United States is unlikely to normalize relations with Syria as long as Assad is in power. Even if Assad
departed, his replacement would likely be a creature of the political system the Assad family has built and
maintained for the last half-century. Syria will remain a pariah in the West for the foreseeable future, which
means diplomatic and economic dealings will be limited.

Yet treating the Syrian government as a permanent pariah is a form of collective punishment. Civilians who have
nothing to do with their government'’s actions are being penalized for them.

The United States should modify its sanctions regime against Syria to ensure humanitarian organizations can
function properly and serve the Syrian population effectively. More specifically, the United States should stop
blocking third-party attempts to finance reconstruction in government-controlled areas, where more than two-
thirds of the Syrian people live, to make a moral point about the Syrian government'’s brutal behavior. These
sanctions, codified by the Caesar Act, have not affected Assad’s conduct; they have provided Damascus with a
convenient scapegoat for Syria’s socioeconomic crisis and have done nothing to meet the policy objective the
law is meant to achieve: inducing Assad to stop suppressing his people and “support a transition to a
government in Syria that respects the rule of law, human rights, and peaceful co-existence with its neighbors.”
The most fool-proof way of accomplishing this is by overturning the Caesar Act or, alternatively, allowing it to
sunset in 2025. In the interim, the United States should utilize the waiver in the Caesar Act, which allows the
president to bypass financial sanctions if doing so is in the interest of U.S. national security. The Treasury
Department should also publish unambiguous guidelines for banks around the world spelling out which Syria-
related financial activity is and is not permitted. The Treasury's current guidance documents are riddled with
difficult-to-understand exemptions and conditions, causing banks to opt for over-compliance and defeating the
purpose of current waivers.

Recommendation 3: Communicate with the Syrian government on critical issues

The depravity of the Syrian government’s conduct during the civil war is indisputable. Assad has perpetrated a
list of atrocities over the last decade in order to win a conflict he regarded as existential. U.S.-Syria relations will
remain in an adversarial state for the short- and medium-term.

Even so, the United States has an interest in preserving flexibility in its foreign relations. The lack of diplomatic
normalization should not translate into a lack of communication between U.S. and Syrian officials when such
contact can help meet core U.S. security objectives in the Middle East. Maintaining as many intelligence
relationships as possible to meet U.S. security goals is a common-sense measure. The United States did exactly
that during its arms control diplomacy with various Soviet leaders, all of whom were brutal in their own right.
The United States never cut diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union even when Josef Stalin, a man



responsible for millions of deaths before World War 11, was in charge.?® Today, the United States shares
information with the Taliban about a mutual adversary, Islamic State-Khorasan, despite the United States having
fought Taliban insurgents for two decades.®” Moral scruples will have to be set aside in the Middle East, a region
consisting of countries, like Syria, that have poor human rights records, authoritarian governance, and long-
standing partnerships with U.S. foes. Washington and Damascus will never agree on how Syria should be
governed or how (or even whether) to pursue accountability for past crimes, but the two countries share a
mutual interest in safeguarding against ISIS’s recuperation. To the extent business-like relations can be fruitful
in meeting that goal, the United States should unapologetically pursue them.

Recommendation 4: Dismantle any U.S. roadblocks to Syrian Kurds negotiating with the Assad
government

Despite Assad having prevailed, Syria remains divided between various stakeholders with competing interests.
The United States has contributed to this division by discouraging the Syrian-Kurdish authorities in the
northeast from exploring or pursuing a rapprochement with Damascus.®® U.S. opposition has had consequences
for the Kurds, who have been forced to lean heavily on the U.S. troop presence for their own protection and
whose relations with other stakeholders like Russia and Assad are damaged as a result. The United States,
meanwhile, has put itself in the position of serving as the Kurds' de facto security guarantor.

To help extricate itself from an unauthorized and unnecessary security commitment, the United States should
limit its involvement in intra-Syrian political affairs, let the Syrians make their own political arrangements, and
step aside so the Kurds can finally make independent decisions. The Syrian Kurdish administration is open to
negotiating with the Syrian government on a long-term agreement, whereby the Kurds are granted some political
and economic autonomy in exchange for hosting some of the nearly millions of Syrian refugees located in
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, and has even enlisted the UAE's assistance as a mediator.®® Any negotiation
between the Syrian Kurds and the Syrian government will be difficult, involving issues such as security sector
reform, the presence of the Syrian army in the northeast, the sharing of oil revenue, and changes to the Syrian
constitution. It is possible, if not likely, that talks could fail. But the United States should support the process, as
Syrian Kurdish representatives are requesting.'®

The U.S. military presence in Syria long ago lost its utility

With the ISIS territorial caliphate extinguished and under consistent military pressure, the U.S. military presence
in Syria has lost its utility. Minor flare-ups in violence aside, the civil war has concluded on the Syrian
government'’s terms and Assad is slowly being re-incorporated into the regional fold. The years-long U.S. policy
of sustaining sanctions on the Syrian economy until Assad agrees to democratize is not only a lost cause, but
also a recipe for condemning millions of Syrians to an endless socioeconomic morass. Any sensible change in
approach can only begin if the United States grasps the current realities in Syria, stops chasing unrealistic
objectives, and recognizes the costs of the status quo.
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