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Abstract: Following the presidential elections held in Syria in May 2021, the PYD-led
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) has witnessed protests in
the territories under its control. The deteriorating economic living standards coupled with
the Syrian Democratic Forces’ forced military conscription led people to organize protests,
especially in the Arab-populated areas. As the grim living standards and security problems
in Northeast Syria are unlikely to be reversed anytime soon, the AANES’s Arab populated
areas are likely to witness tribal resistance provoked by the Syrian regime. By considering
the unfolding developments in the AANES areas and the ever-changing dynamics among
different actors on the ground in Northeast Syria, this expert brief presents some possible
political and security scenarios that the AANES is likely to cope with in the forthcoming
period.

Introduction

The areas governed by the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), chiefly
led by the Democratic Union Party (PYD), have been witnessing turbulent times politically
and economically for quite some time. The grim situation on the ground was specifically
exacerbated after the Syrian presidential elections which took place in May 2021. Following
the presidential elections, which was called a sham' by different opposing entities, protests
broke out in different parts of the AANES, including the Arab populated areas that have been
a weak spot for the administration for years now. In Arab-populated areas, such as Shaddadi?
and Manbij, people died? after Asayish, the AANES's internal security force, intervened in the
protests. It is known that the protestors took to the streets especially due to the dire economic
living standards and the YPG-led Syrian Democratic Forces’ (SDF) forced military conscription
which has been in place ever since 2014.

As the reality in Northeast Syria becomes more desperate, different actors partaking in the
Syrian conflict are aiming to reshape the country’s political, military, and security situation.
While Syria’s political status quo is currently expected to continue in the coming period,
the country’s security and military atmosphere is increasingly unclear. As for the scenarios
concerning the future of the AANES, it can be said that the situation is more complicated than
the rest of Syria given the fact that different actors have an eye on it.

Potential Security Scenarios for Northeast Syria
Taking into account the ever-changing dynamics of Northeast Syria among the different actors
in the conflict, the three scenarios below are likely in the upcoming period.
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Increased Regime-SDF/AANES Tension

Protests and regime-SDF tension in Northeast Syria are not novel phenomena. The
tension between the two sides specifically increased at the end of 2020 and reached a
new level with Syrian Democratic Council’s (SDC) rejection“ to let the regime set ballot
boxes for the presidential elections in the territories under AANES control. Starting from
2020, the Hasaka and Qamishli areas witnessed more frequent regime and SDF/AANES
tensions. With the Ain Issa crisis,® the two sides imposed sieges on one another for some
time. During this period the sides also engaged in armed clashes and inflicted casualties
on one another. In the period following this conflict, the regime-SDF/AANES tension
continued and culminated in new clashes between Asayish and the regime-supported
National Defense Forces in the Tai neighborhood in April. In the wake of the conflict which
resulted in casualties® on both sides, the SDF took over almost the entire neighborhood.

Apart from the military strain, at times both AANES and the regime close their border
crossings in an attempt to increase economic pressure and force the other side to make
concessions. For example, in March the regime closed “four of the five border crossings
with" the AANES region. The AANES also occasionally prevents the flow of oil and wheat
to the regime areas. Prior to the presidential elections, the AANES also closed?® the border
crossings with the regime for a short while. Although lately Russia has called on the
AANES to relaunch negotiations with the Syrian regime and the SDC announced that
they would be open to negotiations if the projected negotiations would lead to concrete
results,® the increased tension between the two sides is likely to continue over the coming
period given the regime’s disinclination to make concessions with regards to AANES’s
political status. This dynamic in their relationship is partly due to their dependency on
various external actors like Russia, the United States (US), and the PKK. The regime has
never been enthusiastic about a power-sharing agreement, and it is taking advantage of
the AANES’s fragile situation that has grown worse following Turkey’s Operation Peace
Spring in 2019 coupled with the Biden administration’s stance towards the region in
general and Syria in particular.
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Decreased Possibility for a Large-Scale SNA Assault

It is widely believed that after US president Joe Biden took office, the possibility of a large-
scale Syrian National Army (SNA) assault supported by Turkey diminished greatly. The current
situation is likely to continue without ruling out the likelihood for low-scale tensions and some
skirmishes between the SDF and SNA. The US is also in favor of the status quo in Northeast
Syria and does not show any signs of leaving the area anytime soon. However, the nature of
US military presence in Northeast Syria has been blurry. Nevertheless, the US is expected to
continue its military support to the SDF.

Having said that, the US support to the SDF may not be unlimited taking the security and
social problems facing the SDF and AANES in different parts of Northeast Syria. Moreover, the
US support and presence in Syria to a large extent would be connected to the flexibility of SDF
leaders towards US demands and requests. In that vein, the SDF needs to solve the cross-border
links of some of its figures as the presence of the PKK cadres within the ranks of the SDF has
been a longstanding bone of contention between Ankara and Washington in the past years
and poisoned their relationship. Bearing this in mind, the US may collaborate with Russia and
retrench its military presence in Northeast Syria if the AANES continues to fail in governance
and the SDF fails to manage the local population’s security and social concerns and meet US
expectations and the concerns of actors like Turkey and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI). In
addition to these, the US is unlikely to provide the AANES with the official political recognition
that the AANES has aspired towards for many years. This situation can be clearly observed in
the rhetoric of US officials. For instance, Paul T. Calvert the Commander of the Combined Joint
Task Force — Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTFOIR), in his recent speech at the annual gathering
of the SDF, focused on Northeast Syria’s security situation and avoided “talking about explicit
support for the AANES."°

The Continuation of ISIS Attacks

Even though ithas been around threeyears since the USand SDF declared themselves triumphant
in the war against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the organization has continued its
attacksin Northeast Syria. Unlike the AANES's Kurdish-populated areas, the Arab-populated areas
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are likely to continue to witness ISIS attacks as the organization is effectively capitalizing
on the local grievances in the absence of well-planned reconstruction and rehabilitation
programs in the places that witnessed the fiercest battles in the fight against ISIS. It is
well known that huge areas of the Deir Ez-Zour countryside are controlled by ISIS at
night and the SDF in the daytime. It is also no secret that Eastern Syria has long been
suffering from weak infrastructure stemming from war conditions and bad governance.
This situation incentivizes the local people to blame the SDF for the grim economic
living standards and security problems they endure. Moreover, the SDF and AANES do
not administer the region very well due to the population’s tribal nature, which poses a
real challenge to the region’s stability.

Probable Political Scenarios in Northeast Syria

Taking into account the trajectory of the unity talks between the PYD and Kurdish
National Council (KNC) as well as the growing waves of protests in various parts of the
AANES, the following scenarios seem likely in Northeast Syria in the forthcoming period.

Futile Intra-Kurdish Unity Talks and the PKK'’s Growing Clout

The SDF/AANES has long been ruling Northeast Syria in a very authoritarian manner
without permitting any dissent. In the upcoming period, this situation may grow worse
as it is speculated that the PKK will increase its clout over the area by sidelining Mazloum
Abdi, the current commander-in-chief of the SDF. Mazloum Abdi, in April 2020, “took the
lead™ of an intra-Kurdish dialogue between the PYD and the KNC, an opposing Syrian
Kurdish party. However, the PKK-leaning wing within the PYD seems to have prevailed
concerning the issue, which effectively means the end of the talks’ chances for success.
This wing which is “publicly” led by Aldar Khalil has not been enthusiastic about a power-
sharing agreement with the KNC since the outset of talks, and negotiations have stalled
for around a year now. Even worse, the US, the initial facilitator of the unity talks, also
does not seem very eager to force the two sides to launch the third phase of the unity
negotiations.
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Additionally, the PYD-KNC relationship has grown worse given the fact that the PYD has been
accused of committing a number of recent violations against the KNC. Many names of the
Kurdistan Democratic Party-Syria (PDK-S), the largest and oldest Kurdish party and the driving
force for the KNC, were recently arrested™in Northeast Syria. A PDK-S figure, Amin Issa, also lately
died from torture® while he was under SDF custody. Therefore, the probability of success for the
intra-Kurdish negotiations remains extremely low despite the initial US pressure and eagerness.
Washington no longer seems intent on increasing its engagement in the Syrian crisis in favor of
the SDF and AANES, as Syria does not seem to be a chief priority for the Biden administration.
In fact, the administration has yet to even appoint a special envoy to Syria. Hence, the KNC
expectation for the US to pressure the PYD to resume talks is unlikely to materialize soon.

The problems between the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP), in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, also directly reflect on Syria. Tensions between the two
sides have been growing, leading to the arrest of some AANES and PYD figures™ in Erbil. As
stated above, some PDK-S members were arrested by the PYD which seems like a retaliatory act
towards the development unfolding in the KRI between the PKK and KDP.

Likewise, the tensions are unlikely to cease as rumors are growing that the PKK will replace®
Mazloum Abdi, a strong proponent of the intra-Kurdish dialogue who showed some signs
regarding his intention to distance the SDF/PYD from the PKK, with Mahmoud Barkhadan,
a known PKK cadre. Mazloum Abdi has tried to employ positive language towards the KRI,
considering it as a useful move for the AANES's consolidation and dream of political recognition.
Abdi is also well aware that the AANES is dependent on the KRl and Semalka border crossing at
a time when other border crossings face sporadic closures. As such, he refrained from using any
hostile rhetoric towards Erbil and tried to have a working relationship with the KRI leadership.
This, however, is not the case for Barkhadan. Unlike Abdi, Barkhadan has directly threatened the
KDP and KRI in any possible conflict between the PKK and Peshmerga. He recently articulated
that if the Peshmerga (the KRI military forces) attacks PKK militants in their areas of control,
the SDF would not remain silent and would take a side.® He furthermore said that SDF’s side is
evident, indicating his siding with the PKK. This may effectively mean the end of Abdi’s term and
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his goal of Syrian Kurdish unity, although Mazloum Abdi later tweeted in opposition
to Mahmoud Barkhadan and claimed that the SDF is a Syrian entity and would “not
be a force that threatens the stability of its neighbors.”” The PKK-oriented wing within
the PYD foresees its future with Damascus, while Abdi perceives the future of the
SDF/AANES to be with Washington. If the PKK decides to replace Mazloum Abdi, he
is unlikely to resist such a decision and may resort to taking part in politics. In fact,
Mazloum Abdi previously expressed in an interview his desire to devote his time to
politics® If he is replaced with Mahmoud Barkhadan or another PKK cadre, the US
reaction would be connected to the new name’s stance as the priority for the US seems
to be the preservation of the status quo in Northeast Syria. If the projected new leader
resorts to finding common ground with Damascus as the PKK desires, this would surely
have a negative impact on the US perception of the SDF and may even lead Washington
to revisit its strategy towards the SDF. Such a situation may lead the US to reduce its
military support to the SDF and retrench its presence in Syria which is likely to leave a
power vacuum that Russia can fill over time.

Possible Tribal Resistance Against the SDF

Given the aforementioned points, the SDF/AANES finds itself between a rock and
a hard place. As their relationship with the Kurdistan Region of Iraq deteriorates,
they will become more dependent on the regime. The lifeline for the AANES is the
Semalka border crossing, which as of late has only been partially open due to problems
unfolding between the PKK and KDP in the KRI. Thus, the current situation will force
the AANES to fall in with the regime for economic reasons in order to ensure the flow
of commodities as other border crossings like the ones in Northern Aleppo are used
as a pressure tool against it from time to time. The AANES has consistently asked for
the Al Yaroubiya crossing,”® which was closed in 2020, to be re-opened for cross-border
humanitarian aid. This aim, however, has not materialized, and its reopening seems to
be a far-fetched objective for the AANES over the near future. On the other hand, the
regime does not offer the AANES much and it can intensify its efforts to provoke local
tribal resistance in the Arab-populated areas in the coming period.
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As a matter of fact, the SDF has consistently accused* the regime of being behind the protests
by provoking the local Arab population. Although Arab-populated areas like Deir Ez-Zor are oil-
rich, these areas largely lie in ruin and the population blames the SDF/AANES for their grim
economic living standards. The forced military conscription®, which is not accepted by both
the Kurds and Arabs has forced hundreds of young men to flee the area to avoid fulfilling the
“self-defense duty.” Following the Manbij protests, the SDF has made some changes in the “self-
defense duty.” Nonetheless, the protests are unlikely to halt until forced military conscription
is canceled entirely.

This situation will continue to be a challenge for the SDF. Many actors including Turkey have
an eye on the Arab tribes and could also help organize local tribal resistance towards the SDF.
This scenario becomes more likely as Ankara could not obtain what it wanted from the US in
this matter. Additionally, in the upcoming period, Turkey might have limited direct contact with
the regime. Bashar Jaafari, the deputy Syrian Foreign Minister, has recently acknowledged> that
Syrian and Turkish officials have held some security meetings. Nevertheless, they did not bear
fruit.

Some Regional Developments and Concluding Remarks

In the coming months, we may witness the ramifications of the developments unfolding in the
PKK-controlled areas in the KRI and also in Hasaka. Ever since the launch of Turkey’s military
operations in the Northern part of the KRI, the tension between the PKK and KDP has escalated
drastically. This escalation reached a new level after Baghdad and Erbil agreed upon the Sinjar
agreement. However, despite this, the parties did not plunge into a very hot conflict. That said,
the situation changed when the US started paying less attention to the Syrian file in the recent
past which was used by Russia to fill the vacuum and exercise more pressure on the AANES.
These dynamics increased the level of tension between the KDP and PKK.

Furthermore, the breaking point between the two sides was the onset of a power competition
within the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) in the KRI. The co-presidents of the party, Lahur
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Sheikh Jangi, and Bafel Talabani, have started vying for power in Sulaymaniyah over the
last months. This move wasn’t seen by the PKK through the lens of an intra-PUK rivalry as
Lahur Sheikh Jangi was one of the most important supporters of the YPG and SDF* and
even supported some PKK policies implemented in Sinjar and Northern KRI. As is well
known, the road that starts from the Qandil Mountains through Sulaymaniyah province
to Sinjar and Northeastern Syria is a lifeline for the SDF’s shadow administration. The
removal of Lahur Sheikh Jangi, who was previously in charge of the Counter-Terrorism
Group (CTG), meant the SDF had been cut off from this vital corridor. When analyzed in
conjunction with Lahur Sheikh Jangi's relationship with the SDF, we can understand why
Mahmoud Barkhadan and Aldar Khalil reached the level of outright threatening the KRI.
Moreover, during the PUK's internal problems, the AANES-linked media favored Lahur
Sheikh Jangi who was sidelined by Bafel Talabani.

All these dynamics affect AANES’s current situation and future scenarios and create an
unstable administrative situation. The unclear future of US-AANES relations, the Russian
desires to bring all of the AANES areas under the Syrian regime’s control, and the PYD’s
cross-border history all combine in drawing a blurred picture for the AANES’s near future.
In conclusion, taking into account the security and political balances between regional
and international actors, it can be said that the most likely scenario for the AANES is
the following: The AANES's political situation is likely to continue as it is in the short
and medium-term. Namely, it will not be able to obtain official recognition neither
from the regime nor from international actors despite its intensified attempts, which
include AANES representatives’ visit to Elysée Palace* where they met with French
President Emmanuel Macron, opening a new representation in Geneva® and launching
a media campaign calling for recognizing the status of Northeast Syria.*® The AANES's
authoritarian tendencies decrease its chances of political recognition and this status is
unlikely to be reversed anytime soon.



Endnotes
1- Suleiman Al-Khalidi, “Syrla opp05|t|on Ieader says Assad electlon to worsen country’s plight”, Reuters, 27.05.2021,

City-2021-06-01/
4- “A statement on the presidential elections in Syria”, The SDC’s website, 24.05.2021, https://m-syria-d.com/en/?p=3015
5- Mehmet Emin Ceng|z Sur|ye Rejimi SDG ile Catisir mi1?”, Perspektif, 24.02.2021, https://www.perspektif.online/

6- Khazan Jangiz, “At least two children killed in Qamishli clashes: medical source”, Rudaw, 22.04.2021, https://www.

rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/22042021
7- Hasan Al-Kassab, “A war of crossmgs between the reglme and the SDF: Who loses?”, Syria Direct, 07.04.2021, https://

8- Khalaf Ma'o, “Autonomous Administration reopens crossings with Syrian government-held areas”, North Press

Agency, 27.05.2021, https://npasyria.com/en/59945/
9- “SDC Open to Dialogue with Reglme if it Leads to Real Results” The Syrian Observer, 16.06.2021, https://syrianobser-

11- Mehmet Emin Cengiz, “Decoding the Intra-Kurdish Dialogue in Syr|a (Istanbul: Al Sharq Strategic Research,
19.04.2021), p.2.
12- Ammar Hamou and Lyse Mauvais, Authorltarlan tendenues mar the AANES’ quest for recognltlon Syria Direct,
22. 072021 htt s:

14 Representatlves of the AANES and PYD Arrested in Erbil”, The Syrian Observer, 11.06.2021, https://syrianobserver.
com/news/66846/representatives-of-the-aanes-and-pyd-arrested-in-erbil.html

15- See. https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/436556 and https://www.almodon.com/arabworld/2021/5/2/%-
D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%82%D9%86%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%88%-
D9%86-%D9%85%D8%B8%D9%84%D9%88%D9%85-%D8%B9%D8%A8% D8 %AF%D9%8A-%D8%A8%D9%85%D8%B3%-
D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%B1%D9%82-%D9%88% D8 %A5%D9%87%D9%85% D8 %A7%-
D9%84-%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%83%Dg%8A

16- For Mahmoud Barkhadan’s remarks see. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=umTXUZSn

17- Karwan Faidhi Dri, “SDF won't be a threat to its neighbors: Mazloum Abdi”, Rudaw, 10.08.2021, https://www.rudaw.
net/english/middleeast/syria/10082021

18- Amberin Zaman, “Syrian Kurdish commander sees chance to ease tensions with Turkey under Biden”, Al-Monitor,
09.11.2020, https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2020/11/syria-mazlum-kobane-sdf-mediate-pkk-us-election-

biden-trump.html

19- Khalaf Ma’o, “AANES calls international community to re-open Syria-lraq Yaroubiyah crossing” North Press Agency,

04.07.2021, https://npasyria.com/en/61820/



20- For SDF’s accusation towards the regime in this regard see the interview of Sharwan Darwish who is the spokes—
person of the SDF’s Manbij Military Council. https://www.facebook.com/kurmancirudaw/posts/412656971406
21- Hussam al- Omar ‘SDF to abollsh forced conscrlptlon for a certain age group leaks”, Enab Baladi, 01.07.2021, ttps /1

22-For Bashar Jaafar|s remarks see. https://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/1484989/%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%a-
c%d8%bg%do%81%d8%b1%dg%8a:-%d8%af%d9%85%d8%bs%dg%82-%d8%bg%d8%a7%d8%af%d8%aa-%do%84%-
d8%aa%d9%84%d8%bo%d8%a8-%d8%af%dg%88%d8%b1%d8%a7-%d9%81%d9%8a-%d8%a7%d9%84%d9%85%-
d8%bs%do%87%d8%af-%d8%a7%do%84%d8%a7%d9%82%d9%84%do%8a%do%85%d9%8a-%d9%83%d8%b1%-
do%82%do%85-%d9%84%d8%a7-%d9%8a%d9%85%d9%83
23-See.http://bedirmullarashid.com/ar/uncategorized-ar/%d8%a8%d8%a
d8%a7%d9%84%d8%a8%d8%a7%do%86%dg%8a-%d9%8a%d8%ba%do%8a%d8%b1-%d9%85%d9%88%d8%az7%-
d8%b2%d9%8a%do%86-%d8%a7%d9%84%d9%82%d9%88%d9%89-%do%81%d9%8a-%d8%a5%d9%82%d9%84%d9%8a
24- Amal Rantisi, “Syria’'s Autonomous Administration continues its efforts to obtain international recognition: Will
this help?”, Enab Baladi, 12.08.2021, https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2021/08/syrias-autonomous-administra-

tion-continues-its-efforts-to-obtain-international-recognition-will-this-hel

25- “Syria’'s AANES: Opening EU Offices Helps Develop Political Relations”, The Syrian Observer, 13.08.2021, https://syri-
anobserver.com/uncategorized/68824/syrias-aanes-opening-eu-offices-helps-develop-political-relations.html

26- ‘AANES Leads Virtual Campaign for International Recognition”, The Syrian Observer, 20.07.2021, https://syrianob-
server.com/news/68158/aanes-leads-virtual-campaign-for-international-recognition.html




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Mehmet Emin Cengiz is a Research Fellow at Al Sharq Strategic Research. He received his B.A. in
the Sociology Department from Ege University in 2016. During his B.A. he attended the Erasmus+
Program and studied at Heinrich-Heine-Universitat Diisseldorf as an international exchange student
in Germany. Cengiz received his master’s degree from the Department of Sociology and Anthropology
of the Middle East at Marmara University in 2020. His pieces regarding the Syrian war and non-state
armed actors have appeared in national and international media outlets and think tanks.

His research interests are: Syrian Conflict, Non-State Armed Actors, Turkish Foreign Policy, Volunteer
Foreign Fighters, Regional Kurdish Politics, and Political Islam.

Bedir Mulla Rashid is an independent Syrian researcher specializing in Kurdish affairs. Previously
Rashid worked as a researcher at the Omran Center for Strategic Studies for around 5 years. He
graduated from the Arabic-English translation department at Damascus University. He also obtained
his MA degree in the Political Science and International Relations department by writing his thesis
on the sanctions imposed on the Syrian regime.

Rashid authored and co-authored several analyses and research papers on the PYD-led Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria (AANES). He also wrote a book chapter on the AANES which
was published by the Omran Center for Strategic Studies.

Rashid’s works include: Military and Security Structures of the Autonomous Administration in
Syria, The Autonomous Administration in Northern Syria: Questions of Legitimacy and Identity, The

Phenomenon of YPG Transnational Fighters in Syria.

ABOUT AL SHARQ_STRATEGIC RESEARCH
Athink tank that looks to undertake impartial, rigorous research
to promote the ideals of democratic participation, an informed

citizenry, multi-stakeholder dialogue and social justice.

Address: Istanbul Vizyon Park A1 Plaza Floor:6
No:68 Postal Code: 34197

Bahcelievler/ Istanbul / Turkey

Telephone: +902126031815

Fax: +902126031665

Email: info@shargforum.org

research.sharqforum.org

o O o SharqStrategic

s & 11| AL SHARQ
IE STRATEGIC
RESEARCH

dwnilpiw Ul Colag U



