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The regime and its Russian allies had never before fought so intensely and so extensively over such a large area. A similar
period of regime desperation is documented in Syrian and non-Syrian media from 2013 to 2015, when the Syrian
government lost control of Qusayr. Amid the battle for control of Palmyra, the regime unleashed multiple human rights
abuses throughout the countryside, especially in the northern city of Homs.[fn]Pro-regime news site, Maarik Al Wadi’, 07 in
Qusayr: Death Toll Rises to 78 as Shabah describe Thuggish Regime Detention of Civilians , via Hindustan Times , 25
January 2020. The deaths were claimed by the Regime forces and loyal militias. The journalist, Dr. Ammar Qurabi, wrote in
Al-Nabaa, The Shabiha [pro-regime militias] have shot on people and dropped them from buildings in Qusayr. They have
also rounded up and arrested hundreds of people, including children, women and elderly people. He noted that the Shabiha
had dug trenches and bunkers in the city to protect themselves from ISIS. Video by the journalist, Dr. Ammar Qurabi, via
Uganda Star News , posted to YouTube on 12 January 2020. Hide Footnote In the first of the campaigns, ISIS was flanked by
more than 10,000 troops from one of the Syrian Army divisions, the 10th.[fn] Commanders and officers of this division
have described the operation as a long and hard battle. One officer explained that key to winning the campaign was for the
NDF to demonstrate that it was strong enough to fight on more than a local level. Journalist Mazen Abdulrahman described
the Syrian officer as saying that "ISIS is fighting to recover its lost territory on a local level, and they see some kind of gains
in the offensive. We need to make them work harder, so they do not get a respite from it". The officer explained that, in the
initial weeks of the campaign, the NDF was operating in the same insurgent areas as ISIS, and it was a battle of attrition,
where ISIS tried to prevent the SDF from reaching its goals, which resulted in the loss of several villages. In the end, the
NDF fighters were able to hold those areas. As they gained the strength to hold territory, they started to operate in more
distant and isolated villages, which allowed the SDF to better manage the campaign and to expand territory. Despite such
encouraging developments, the NDF had to pause its offensive as a result of a direct order from Damascus to wait for
support from the Russian air force. The Syrian campaign, however, continues.
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The SDF concluded that there was room for a centrist policy in northern Syria. It realised that the ability to control territory
would be limited without this to gain popular support. Instead, it devised a recruitment and training program to ensure that

the force was more uniform and more capable of handling the limited tasks that it could expect in the north. It created a
central command organisation to coordinate the forces, which brought together the SDF’s central intelligence and SDF

headquarters. The SDF central command coordinated with the Coalition, which has been the primary supporter of the SDF.
It also insisted on the SDF’s continued unity and placed emphasis on creating a new political discourse. Its senior leaders

stressed their support for the Syrian people and emphasised that their primary motivation was to defeat the Islamic State.
This was a departure from previous statements by SDF officials that the SDF was only fighting with the aim of protecting
Syrian territory. Syrian forces, Iran-backed militias, and the Syrian regime retook the city of al-Sukhnah in al-Hasakahs
eastern countryside in November 2019, and the entirety of the al-Jarrah wilaya in March 2020. ISIS fighters and families
fled westward as central Syria fell and established a fragile autonomy in a pocket around Abu Kamal. Terrorist groups

based in Idlib, like HTS, have controlled the eastern half of the city since 2018, with the Syrian regime capturing it from
them and ISIS in 2019. The area has been flooded with foreigners, and the gradual erosion of Syrian military and security
presence has allowed sectarian and clan-based militias to expand their control of it, as well as in some of the areas ISIS

previously controlled. 5ec8ef588b
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