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SYRIA'S SOUTHERN BATTLEFRONT

D espite limited media coverage, Deraa is one of the most contested battlefronts in Syria. Deraa
province, where the uprising began, has been second only to Damascus in the number of kinetic
incidents throughout the month of September.” In addition to giving insight into the current state of
play between regime and rebel forces in the war, the unfolding dynamics among rebel groups in Deraa
serve as indicators for how the armed opposition is taking form in Syria’s southern front. Coordinated,
sophisticated operations in Deraa demonstrate the continued capacity for rebel collaboration, as well as a
shift in the power dynamics among the various groups operating in the province. Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) in
particular has emerged as a prominent player. Jabhat al-Nusra’s prominence in Deraa, particularly their
willingness to work with civilian governance structures, indicates that the group has been able to adapt to

the specific local conditions present in this conflict arena.

POUNDING OF THE FORTRESSES

On September 28, 2013, Jabhat al-Nusra, in coordination
with the Al-Haramein Brigades of the Ahrar al-Sham Islamic
Movement and other rebel groups, seized control of the
Deraa-Ramtha post along the Jordanian border in operation
“Pounding of the Fortresses.”” A day after the operation
began, Abu Anass, a [N leader in southern Deraa, appeared
in an interview that was broadcast on an FSA-affiliated
YouTube channel to describe how JN’s engineer corps
covertly moved to the customs office of the border crossing
and placed numerous explosives along the exterior wall. JN
fighters then detonated the explosives, destroying the wall
and allowing assault squads to raid the customs building and
take control of it. JN fighters were also able to take control of
a nearby mosque and several buildings around the customs
office.?® The maneuvers that Abu Anass described indicate a

high level of sophistication in operational planning.

While “Pounding of the Fortresses,” the named JN operation,
focused on the border areas around Deraa city, simultaneous
operations by other rebel groups led to a notable rebel
advance throughout the province. Following the seizure of
the border crossing, rebels captured the Masakin Jalin and
al-Fiqia checkpoints.* On September 29, 2013, several rebel
groups announced another joint operation called the “Battle
of Uniting Ranks.”® Rebel forces under this joint operation
included affiliates of the Free Syria Army (FSA), the Syrian
Islamic Front (SIF), and Ahrar al-Sham and have launched

WWW.UNDERSTANDINGWAR.ORG

attacks on an army base and military barracks in Tafas, a town
northwest of Deraa city. FSA-affiliated rebels have also been
fighting around the town of Nawa since mid-July, with the
aim of opening a military supply line into the town.®

Though the seizure of the Deraa-Ramtha border crossing
has been widely reported, its strategic advantage is largely
symbolic. The Jordanian government closed the crossing
almost two years ago and rebels have held the porous border
area around the nearby town of Tel Shahab since March.” The
frequently stated aim of ongoing operations by rebel fighters
is to remove regime positions which divide Deraa into the
eastern and western areas. This would allow the rebels to
control a swath of territory across southern Deraa in which
they can exercise freedom of movement. In aggregate, recent
gains in Deraa increase rebel groups’ control of a contiguous
area which can potentially function as a launching pad for a

push into Damascus.

REGIME RESPONSE

As rebels have consolidated their hold over southern Deraa,
regime strikes have focused on limiting their capacity to
advance towards Damascus. The regime has intensified
bombardments and air raids on towns which lie on critical
supply lines, particularly those between Deraa city and
Damascus.® This strategy is in line with regime strategy
in northern part of the country, where airstrikes and

bombardments also focus on cutting off supply lines.? Unlike
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recent battles in northern Syria, where irregular forces such
as the National Defense Force (NDF) fighters provide support
to the Syrian Arab Army (SAA), regime forces in Deraa
appear to be composed primarily of SAA troops. This may be
attributed to the fact that Deraa province has historically been
heavily militarized due to its proximity with Israel, and these
larger SAA contingents need less reinforcement from NDF
fighters. It may also suggest that the population in Deraa is
generally less supportive of the regime and therefore unlikely
to mobilize in pro-regime militias. In mid-September, Abu
Hajjar, a commander from the Shi‘a militia Liwa al-Zulfigar
died in Deraa province." Liwa al-Zulfigar emerged in June
2013 and is closely tied to Liwa Abu Fadl al-Abbas, a Shi‘a
militia group comprised of Iraqi and Syrian militants with
strong ties to Iran.” The group’s presence in Deraa suggests
that the regime still needs to supplement traditional forces
with the support of paramilitary fighters in the area.

REBEL POWER DYNAMICS

In March 2013, rebel forces launched a similar campaign to

take control of the strategic border area in Deraa province and
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succeeded in establishing a 25 km swath of territory adjacent
to the border with Israel.” Rebels secured key supply lines
leading into Deraa city while JN and the Martyr of Yarmouk
brigade fighters seized an important air defense base on the
Damascus-Amman highway.”® Later that week, the Fajr al-
Islam brigade captured the town of Da’el which lies on the
Damascus-Deraa highway and the Fajr al-Islam and Moataz
Billah brigades captured the border post at Tel Shehab,
northwest of Deraa city."* The regime, however, launched a
successful counteroffensive, ultimately capturing the town
of Khirbet Ghazaleh, giving access to the Damascus-Amman
highway. This access provides a resupply route into Deraa,
allowing the regime to continue bombardments against rebel
positions throughout the southern area of the province.”
Although rebels were unable to withstand the regime’s
counteroffensive, rebel operations in March demonstrated
enhanced capabilities of groups associated with the Supreme
Military Command to coordinate effectively with Jabhat al-
Nusra and other independent groups on the battlefield.

The most recent offensive demonstrates a continued capacity
for such cooperation. When asked by Al-Jazeera about
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relations among rebel factions, JN military commander
for eastern Deraa, Abu Omar, said “as for all the fighting
battalions on the ground, there is good cooperation and
there are no conflicts.”*® Notably, following operation
“Pounding of the Fortresses,” two prominent JN figures gave
interviews, one with a pro-FSA channel and one with Al-
Jazeera, emphasizing the cooperation and lack of conflict
between JN and other groups. Although FSA-affiliated
groups have been present in much of the fighting, the most
sophisticated operations have been spearheaded by JN.
Following the formation of new rebel coalitions in regions
throughout Syria and the notable absence of one in the
south, the leadership role of JN serves as an indicator for
how the armed opposition is taking shape in the southern
battlefront."

The current offensive does, however, demonstrate shift in
the power dynamics among various groups operating in the
province. While groups such as the Martyrs of Yarmouk
brigade, affiliated with the Supreme Military Command
(SMCQ), and the Fajr al-Islam Brigade, which is affiliated
with the SIF, were at the forefront of the March offensive,
they appear to have played more marginal roles in the current
fighting. Both Ahrar al-Sham and JN, on the other hand,
which were not as prominently involved in March, are now
key players in important operations. Despite JN’s increased
visibility throughout Syria, the nature of JN activity in Deraa
differs from that in other battlefronts. On the northern and
eastern fronts JN is less emphatic about its collaboration
with other groups and is at times antagonistic towards them,
as exemplified by recent rebel infighting in Abu Kamal in
Deir ez-Zour Province.'®

In this context, the southern front generates a separate set
of dynamics from those in the north and east. Relative to
other parts of Syria, civilian governance initiatives have
been successful in Deraa by exercising a degree of popular
legitimacy which allows them to curb fundamentalist
groups.”® As an International Crisis Group report points
out, “more than anywhere else in the country, armed groups
emanate from and are accountable to popular movement
that shapes their behaviour, in sharp contrast to the free for
all characteristic of the northern front.”*® JN’s behavior in
Deraa, demonstrated by its insistence on collaboration and
lack of conflict with other rebel groups, indicates that the
group is responsive to local conditions and able to “play by

the rules” in a given battle space.

Isabel Nassief is a Research Analyst at ISW.
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