Academic Paper

The Fall of Assad in Syria and
the Palestine Issue

Implications and Prospects

Sameh Sangar

April 2025

q Al-Zaytouna Centre for Studies & Consultations

The opinions expressed in all the publications and studies are those of the authors

and do not necessarily reflect the views of al-Zaytouna Centre




Table of Contents

Table of CONTENtS. ... .. ..o e 1
First: Social Repercussions: Palestinian Refugees in Syria..........ccoccceveviiiieiiiecnnnnn, 2
Second: Political Repercussions: Factions and the Palestinian Authority ................... 8
Third: Military Repercussions: Axis of ResiStance...........ccceeevieieiiiieiniiieeiiiecieeens 16
ConCIUSION. ... 23

6 Al-Zaytouna Centre for Studies & Consultations 1



The Fall of Assad in Syria and the Palestine Issue: Implications and Prospects

Sameh Singer!

On 27/11/2024, Syrian opposition
factions (Military Operations Command)?
launched a large-scale attack on the forces
of the regime of Syrian President Bashar
al-Assad in the western countryside of
Aleppo under the name of “Operation
Deterrence of Aggression.”? During this

offensive, opposition factions seized
control of Aleppo city and Idlib province,
followed by the cities of Hama, Daraa, Sweida, Quneitra and Homs in the ensuing days.
As the armed opposition advanced, President Bashar al-Assad fled to Russia. On
8/12/2024, they entered and took control of the capital, Damascus, ultimately toppling
the Assad regime in just 12 days of fighting—14 years after the first chants of protest
on 15/3/2011.# The fall of the Assad regime and Ahmad al-Sharaa’s (Abu Muhammad
al-Julani, leader of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which spearheaded the attack on the
regime) rise to power in Syria will undoubtedly have significant and direct
repercussions on the Palestine issue in its social, political and military dimensions. This
calls for a thorough analysis of these impacts.

First: Social Repercussions: Palestinian Refugees in Syria

The Palestinian presence in Syria was linked to the 1948 Nakbah,
with about 90 thousand people taking refuge there. A few thousand
Palestinians who initially sought refuge in Egypt, Jordan, the West
Bank (WB) and Gaza Strip (GS) later moved to Syria. To regulate their
presence, Syrian authorities took steps that culminated in the issuance

of Law No. 450 by President Shukri al-Quwatli on 25/1/1949. This law Shukri
established the General Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees al-Quwatl

! Researcher with a master’s degree in political science from the Faculty of Economics and Political Science,
Cairo University.

21t includes Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), Ahrar al-Sham, the National Front for Liberation, and groups from the
Turkistan Party. For more details, see “Military Operations Command”.. led Operation Deterrence of
Aggression, resulting in the downfall of Bashar al-Assad, site of Aljazeera.net, 31/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/16bohr (in Arabic)

3 Eyad Kourdi and Christian Edwards, Syrian rebels launch major attack on regime forces in Aleppo province,
site of Cable News Network (CNN), 27/11/2024, https://edition.cnn.com/2024/11/27/middleeast/syria-rebel-
attack-aleppo-assad-intl-latam/index.html

4 Mohammed Shaaban Ayoub, the full story of the fall of the Assad regime in 12 days, Aljazeera.net, 9/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/tcv60s (in Arabic)

—.
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(GAPAR) under the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor. According to the first article,
second paragraph, of the law, the institution’s task is to “organize the affairs of
Palestinian Arab refugees, help them, secure their various needs, find suitable jobs for
them, and propose measures for their present and future residence and status.” In 1950,
the United Nations (UN) established the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Two years later, in 1952, the Syrian
government signed an agreement with UNRWA to operate in Syria, in coordination and
cooperation with GAPAR.

Law No. 260, issued by President Shukri al-Quwatli during his second term on
10/7/1956, serves as the foundation for the treatment of refugees in Syria, a role it has
continued to fulfill to this day. Article 1 of Law 260 states: Palestinians residing in the
Syrian Arab Republic on the date of publication of this law shall be considered Syrians
for all purposes related to employment, labor, trade, and military service rights, as
stipulated in the applicable laws and regulations, while retaining their original
nationality.” Article 2 states: “All provisions contrary to this law shall be canceled.”
According to this law, Palestinian refugees residing in Syria have the right to
employment in all state agencies, membership in all professional unions and work in
commerce and industry. Furthermore, Palestinians later gained the right to issue a travel
document that allows them to move freely.’

Since the mid-1950s, Palestinians in Syria
have enjoyed the same civil rights as Syrian
citizens, including the right to work in both
governmental and private sectors without
discrimination. However, Palestinian refugees
are allowed to own only one property for
housing purposes. As a result, half of the
Palestinian refugees do not live in refugee camps
(RCs), having moved to the suburbs of cities,
various villages and residential communities.® Moreover, Palestinian students in Syria

were exempt from tuition fees and able to enroll in Syrian schools and universities
without additional restrictions. This sets Palestinian Syrians apart from those in other
Arab countries, where refugees often face overcrowded RCs and limited opportunities

5 Jaber Suleiman, “Palestinians in Syria: Reports and Testimonies,” Majallat al-Dirasat al-Filastiniyya journal,
Issue 20, Autumn 1994, https://www.palestine-studies.org/ar/node/34568# finref24 (in Arabic); and Raja Deeb,
Palestinians in Syria: A Renewed Nakba in the Shadow of the Syrian Crisis, site of Palestinian Resource Center
for Palestinian Residency & Refugee Rights- BADIL, 31/3/2014,

https://badil.org/ar/publications/haq-al-awda/issues/items/3077.html

¢ ¢Abdul Hakim ‘Aziz Hnaini, Manhajiyyat Harakat Hamas fi al- ‘Alaqat al-Kharijiyyah: Suria Namuzajan
2000-2015 (Hamas’ Foreign Policy: Syria as a Case Study 2000-2015) (Beirut: Al-Zaytouna Centre for
Studies and Consultations, 2018), p. 99.
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for education and employment.” The difference may be attributed to demographic
factors, as the Palestinian population in Syria does not exceed 3% of the total
population, meaning their presence does not place a significant burden on the Syrian
economy or society, unlike in Lebanon and Jordan. Additionally, unlike Lebanon and
Jordan, Syria has not witnessed military confrontations between Palestinian factions
and the host country’s authorities.

While Palestinian Syrians enjoyed the same economic and social rights as Syrians,
they were excluded from political rights, such as voting, running for the People’s
Assembly, or holding sovereign positions. Their property ownership was also restricted,
with Palestinians allowed to own only one house, subject to administrative and security
approvals. In exchange for these limited rights, Palestinians were required to fulfill full
duties, including military service in the Palestine Liberation Army—PLA (which
became subordinate to the Syrian General Staff), except for doctors and engineers, who
served in the Syrian army. Furthermore, 5% of Palestinian employees’ salaries were
deducted for the benefit of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), much of which
ended up in the pockets of the Assad regime (both father and son) for many years, until
its fall. As for the Palestine Branch (Branch 235) of the Syrian Military Intelligence, it
was established in 1969 in Damascus. It acted as the liaison between the Syrian
government and the various Palestinian entities permitted to operate in Syria. Any
Palestinian wishing to travel had to obtain permission from this notorious branch, a
requirement that was abolished under Bashar al-Assad and replaced by a travel permit
system issued through the immigration and passport departments in specific cases. The
branch is also believed to have served as one of the detention centers used by the United
States for suspects allegedly linked to terrorist organizations.®

With the start of the Syrian revolution in March 2011, Palestinians found
themselves in a difficult situation. On 15/5/2011, the Syrian regime pushed some
Palestinians from Syria to cross the demarcation line at the town of Majdal Shams,
provoking Israeli soldiers, who opened fire and killed four of them. A few weeks
later, on 5/6/2011, the regime organized another demonstration in the Golan
Heights, which resulted in 23 deaths.’

As the Syrian revolution escalated into an armed conflict, Palestinian Syrians found
themselves caught in the sharp polarization between the opposition and the regime,
inevitably becoming involved in the revolution. Driven by humanitarian concerns, they
initially focused on sheltering displaced Syrians fleeing the regime’s brutality from

7 Umar Fares, Palestinians in Syria between equality and oppression, Al Jazeera News Blogs, 12/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/k7q538

8 Hussam Abu Hamed, After Assad... Syrian answers to Palestinian questions, site of Al-Arabi Al-Jadid (The
New Arab) newspaper, London, 16/12/2024, https://www.alaraby.co.uk/

® Rashid Hourani, The Assad Regime and the Pragmatic Use of the Palestine Issue, site of Kitabat, 10/12/2017,
https://kitabat.com/
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towns in the Damascus countryside adjacent to
Yarmouk RC (Often called the “capital of the
Palestinian diaspora,” Yarmouk is the largest
Palestinian RC in UNRWA’s five areas of
operation—WB including East Jerusalem, GS,
Jordan, Lebanon and Syria—and has long been a
center of Palestinian political activity, hosting
many Palestinian factions). Afterwards, anti-regime demonstrations began to spread
inside the RC, while the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General
Command (PFLP-GC) formed what it referred to as armed “popular committees” to
block the entry of displaced people and prevent further demonstrations. When several
RCs became battlegrounds in the Syrian crisis, they were subjected to intense
bombardment. The most notable example was the massacre carried out by Syrian
regime warplanes in December 2012 against worshippers and displaced persons at the
‘Abdul Qader al-Husseini Mosque in Yarmouk
RC, before the regime and Palestinian militias laid
siege to it. During the siege, about 200 residents AMNESTY
perished from starvation and disease, prompting
Amnesty International to denounce these INTERNATIONAL
violations as war crimes and crimes against

humanity. '

As a result, while approximately 560 thousand Palestinian refugees were registered with
UNRWA in Syria before the crisis in 2011,!! this number had dropped to about 438 thousand
by January 2025, with 40% internally displaced and around 122 thousand having fled the
country.!'? Many Palestinian families have suffered losses, with members killed, detained or
missing. According to the human rights group Action Group for Palestinians of Syria
(AGPS), since 2011, 4,294 Palestinians have been killed, 3,085 detained by the regime, and
an estimated 333 remain missing. '3

10 Hussam Abu Hamed, After Assad... Syrian Answers to Palestinian Questions, Al-Arabi Al-Jadid, 16/12/2024;
and Squeezing the life out of Yarmouk: War crimes against besieged civilians, site of Amnesty International,
10/3/2014, https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/008/2014/en/

' However, the actual number of Palestinians residing in Syria prior to the crisis may have been as high
as 600 thousand. For United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNRWA)’s registry does not include most Palestinians who came to Syria from Jordan, Lebanon, the
West Bank (WB) and the Gaza Strip (GS) after the initial wave in 1948. See Palestinian Refugees in
Syria: Fully Integrated, for Better and for Worse, site of Interactive Encyclopedia of the Palestine
Question, https://www.palquest.org/en/overallchronology?synopses=&nid=6591

12 Over 600,000 Palestine Refugees in Syria, Lebanon and Jordan in need of humanitarian assistance, site of
UNRWA, 20/1/2025, https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/news-releases/over-600000-palestine-refugees-syria-
lebanon-and-jordan-need-humanitarian-assistance

13 Total Victims according to geographical area, site of Action Group for Palestinians of Syria (AGPS),

https://www.actionpal.org.uk/en/statistic-and-charts/3/8/map/statistic-tables-and-charts-of-victims-detainees-
and-missing-people
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p 1. There is a sense of satisfaction and stability among the

Palestinian Syrians under Bashar al-Assad’s rule feared being
at the mercy of both internal and external political maneuvers,
especially after positive signals from Syrian regime figures. This
was exemplified by Syrian businessman Rami Makhlouf,
President Bashar al-Assad’s cousin, who stated in an interview
with The New York Times, “If there is no stability here, there’s no

way there will be stability in Israel,” adding, “No way, and nobody

can guarantee what will happen after, God forbid, anything Bashar

h . . 9914 al'Assad
appens to this regime.

Following the Syrian revolution, Palestinians faced increasing legal restrictions
alongside heightened security surveillance. Their legal status was gradually diminished,
starting with the removal of the phrase “persons of similar status,” which had previously
appeared in Syrian decisions before the word “Syrians.” This exclusion barred them
from applying for government jobs. In 2021, the Syrian Council of Ministers issued
Decision No. 1011, amending paragraph B of Article 1 of the the Foreigners Ownership
Law. The decision defined “non-Syrian” as “every natural or legal person who does not
hold the nationality of the Syrian Arab Republic,” without exempting Palestinian
refugees. As a result, they were denied the right to own property. These measures,
revealed by human rights activists without an official government announcement,
further entrenched their marginalization. Furthermore, Palestinians abroad could no
longer authorize relatives in Syria to manage their affairs, including the sale of
property. '®

After the fall of the Assad regime and the rise of opposition factions, discussions about
the future of Palestinian RCs and refugees in Syria have increased, especially with emerging

positive indicators. The following points outline these developments:

Palestinian RCs in Syria. AGPS Director Fayez Abu Eid
confirmed to Aljazeera.net that the Palestinian RCs received

Jooll dcgoao

favorable treatment from Syrian opposition forces upon their | o1 ik 0ol e

arrival.!®

p 2. Following 8/12/2024, the Syrian opposition successfully secured the release of

48 Palestinian detainees from the regime’s prisons, including 38 Palestinian
Syrians and 8 from WB.!”

14 Anthony Shadid, Syrian Elite to Fight Protests to “the End,” The New York Times newspaper, 10/5/2011,
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/11/world/middleeast/1 Imakhlouf.html

15 Hussam Abu Hamed, After Assad... Syrian Answers to Palestinian Questions, AI-Arabi Al-Jadid, 16/12/2024.

16 What does it look like for Palestinian refugees in Syria after the fall of Assad?, Aljazeera.net, 17/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/Oulh2f (in Arabic)

17 AGPS: 48 Palestinian detainees were released from the prisons of the defunct Syrian regime, AGPS,
13/12/2024, http://www.actionpal.org.uk/ar/post/20920

6 Al-Zaytouna Centre for Studies & Consultations G


https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/11/world/middleeast/11makhlouf.html
https://aja.ws/0ulh2f
http://www.actionpal.org.uk/ar/post/20920

>3

b 4.

b 5.

b 6.

. The new Syrian administration has made promising strides toward the return of
internally and externally displaced Palestinians. Notably, the former regime’s
checkpoints in Yarmouk RC have been removed, allowing free movement of
Palestinians in and out of the area. Furthermore, Palestinian Syrians can now cross
from Lebanon to Syria without passports, as their Syrian ID—a temporary residence
ticket granted by the previous authorities—is considered sufficient.

Questions have arisen regarding the socio-legal status of Palestinian Syrians:
Will they return to a status of full duties but with diminished rights? or will they
be treated as foreigners? or refugees? subject to international refugee resolutions
binding Syria as a United Nations member. After 76 years of residence and work,
will generations of Palestinian refugees be granted Syrian citizenship (without
contradicting their right of return)? This question arises as Syrian refugees have
been granted citizenship in European countries after living there for five to ten

18 and Palestinian refugees in Jordan were granted citizenship while

years,
remaining registered with UNRWA, which provides various services both inside
and outside the RCs.!” While Palestinian Syrians are not seeking resettlement in
Syria, some are calling for Syrian citizenship to facilitate their affairs, with a

clause to preserve their right of return.?

These questions are likely to intensify, particularly in light
of reports suggesting a “plan to deport Palestinians to
Syrian territory in exchange for political recognition and
economic support from the United States and Western
countries.” This stems from the new Syrian

administration’s  urgent need for  recognition,
reconstruction aid, investments and initiatives to legitimize
President Ahmad al-Sharaa.?!

I Ahmad al-Sharaa I

In an important development, Ahmad al-Sharaa, the head of the new administration
in Syria, announced the appointment of Ghiath Diab—a Palestinian refugee in
Syria—as Minister of Oil. This marks the first time in the country’s history that a
Palestinian has held such a position, highlighting the growing participation of
Palestinians in Syria’s political life.??

The reconstruction challenges in the new Syria, particularly in Palestinian RCs and
communities, fall primarily under the responsibility of UNRWA, followed by

18
19

20

21

22

Hussam Abu Hamed, After Assad... Syrian Answers to Palestinian Questions, A/-Arabi Al-Jadid, 16/12/2024.
Nabil Sahli, The Future of UNRWA and Refugees in the New Syria, AGPS, 11/1/2025,
https://www.actionpal.org.uk/ar/post/21022

What does it look like for Palestinian refugees in Syria after the fall of Assad?, Aljazeera.net, 17/12/2024. (in

Arabic)

Mustafa Rostom, Is There an Alternative Plan to Settle Palestinians in Syria?, site of Independet Arabia,
19/2/2025, https://www.independentarabia.com/node/618067

Syria Appoints Palestinian Refugee as Oil Minister for the First Time in its History, Al-Arabi Al-Jadid, 9/1/2025.
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> 7.

international organizations and PLO, and finally the Palestinian refugees themselves,
who possess significant human and financial capacities.?® In the case of Yarmouk
RC, for example, the municipality estimates the cost of reconstruction at
approximately $250 million, as 80% of its homes and facilities were completely or
partially destroyed. Before 2011, the RC housed about 650 thousand people,
including 165 thousand Palestinian refugees.?*

Lifting the economic sanctions imposed on the Syrian regime since 2011, due to the

violent events of that period, could boost the country’s economic performance,

positively impacting both Syrians and Palestinians.?

Second: Political Repercussions: Factions and the Palestinian Authority

The presence of Palestinian factions in Syria has fluctuated over time, shaped by

regional and local political dynamics. At various points, Syrian authorities have

restricted the political space available to these factions, with the degree of flexibility

depending on how closely their positions aligned with those of the Syrian regime.?¢

Despite occasional ambiguities in the relationship, the Syrian arena remained a key

center of the Palestinian struggle, driven by several factors, the most notable of which

include:

b1

2.

Occupied Palestine is surrounded by four Arab countries—Egypt to the south, Jordan
to the east, and Syria and Lebanon to the north—known as the “Ring States.” Jordan,
Syria and Lebanon have historically hosted the largest populations of Palestinian
refugees. Consequently, since the inception of the Palestinian revolution in 1965, and
throughout the history of the Palestinian national movement, the leadership of
Palestinian factions has resided in and moved between these countries. Their
presence in these border states has ensured continuous engagement with
developments in occupied Palestine and its surroundings.

As a border state with occupied Palestine, Syria remains central to the conflict due to
Israel’s ongoing occupation of the Syrian Golan since 1967. Its historical influence
over Lebanon further reinforces its role in regional dynamics. This influence,

23 Nabil Sahli, The Future of UNRWA and Refugees in the New Syria, AGPS, 11/1/2025.
24 Ali Badwan, Palestinian Syrians... The refugee community after the fall of the Assad regime, 4/-Arabi

Al-Jadid, 31/12/2024.

25 Fadel Manasfeh, How the fall of Assad will affect the Palestine Issue, site of Elaph, 13/12/2024,

https://elaph.com/Web/ElaphWriter/2024/12/1555771 .html

26 Ahmad al-Tanani, Palestinians in the New Syria... Strategic Priorities for the Next Phase, site of Noon Post,

Jg_‘ﬂﬁiﬁh

14/12/2024, https://www.noonpost.com/277551/
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b 3.

» 4.

combined with the presence of resistance faction leaders in Syria, facilitates their

movement and operations in Lebanon, particularly among Palestinian refugees.?’

The Syrian regime and Palestinian resistance factions, led by Hamas, share a
consensus on rejecting the legitimacy of the Israeli occupation, opposing peace
process projects as the only option, and resisting US hegemony over the region. They
affirm the Arab and Palestinian right to the occupied territories and emphasize that
resistance is both a legitimate right of the Palestinian people and a strategic path to
reclaiming their legitimate rights.?®

Accordingly, from 2001 until its leadership left Syria, Damascus and its suburbs
served as a safe haven and stable base for all Hamas leaders outside Palestine. The
Syrian regime embraced them, allowing them to establish various offices and centers
and engage in political, security, military and social activities with minimal
restrictions that did not hinder their operations. However, Hamas was prohibited from
communicating with the Syrian Muslim Brothers (MB) movement or formally

organizing and incorporating Syrian individuals into the movement.?’

Furthermore, the Syrian regime actively defended the right of resistance forces, including
Hamas, to oppose the occupier in Arab and international forums. It provided Hamas with
political cover and served as its advocate in the Arab League, shielding it from collective
Arab criminalization after the Palestinian division and the war on “terrorism.”°
Additionally, Syria mobilized international support—particularly from Russia and
China—and facilitated Hamas’s diplomatic outreach, strengthening its political presence
and expanding its international relations.>!

Iran played a pivotal role in fostering relations between the Syrian regime and
Palestinian resistance factions, particularly Hamas, as both regimes shared a strategic
interest in supporting the group. Their cooperation included supplying Hamas with
weapons, providing military expertise, and training its members. This partnership
was further solidified with the formation of the “Axis of Resistance,” an alliance

comprising Iran, Syria, Hamas and Hizbullah in Lebanon.*?

Approximately 20 Palestinian factions are currently active in Syria, with some

maintaining both political and military presence, while others operate solely on a

political leve

1.3 The most prominent among them include Fatah, the Popular Front for

the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine

27 Abdalhakim Aziz Hanaini, Manhajiyyat Harakat Hamas fi al- ‘Alagat al-Kharijiyyah: Suria Namuzajan

28

2000-2015 (Hamas’ Foreign Policy: Syria as a Case Study 2000-2015), p. 101.
Ibid., p. 104.

 Ibid., p. 118.
0 Ibid., p. 123.

31

Ibid., p. 119-120.

3 Ibid., p. 94.

33

The Positioning of Palestinian Factions in Syria after the Gaza War, site of Jusoor for Studies, 23/11/2023,
https://jusoor.co/ar/
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(DFLP), and the Vanguard for the Popular Liberation War (Al-Sa‘iga). Other significant
factions are the PFLP-General Command (GC), the Palestine Popular Struggle Front—PPSF
(both in Syria and the occupied territories), the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF) (also in Syria
and the occupied territories), the Palestinian People's Party (PPP), the Palestine Democratic
Union (FIDA), Fatah al-Intifadah, the Islamic Jihad movement in Palestine (P1J), and
Hamas.>*

The relationship between Palestinian factions in Syria and the former Syrian regime under
Bashar al-Assad was shaped by their alignment with the Axis of Resistance, led by the regime
alongside Iran and Hizbullah in Lebanon. As a result, the so-called “Coalition of Palestinian
Resistance Factions” maintained closer ties with the Syrian regime than the “PLO factions.”
In general, factions within this coalition distinguished themselves from the PLO factions in
their dealings with the regime. Hamas and the P1J have had a particularly close relationship
with the Syrian regime, alongside the PFLP-GC, which has historically maintained strong
ties with it.

However, with the onset of the Syrian crisis following the March 2011 revolution,
the Syrian regime set a new criterion for its relationships with factions—both coalition
factions and those of the PLO—based on their stance on the crisis. This placed several
factions, such as Hamas and PI1J, in a difficult position due to their close ties with the
regime, as they form the backbone of the resistance coalition within the broader Axis
of Resistance. The situation became even more complicated when other factions in the
alliance, including the PFLP-GC, Fatah al-Intifadah, and the Popular Struggle Front,
took up arms alongside the regime, making the expected stance not merely a political
one but also a military commitment.

Hamas has attempted to balance its ideological affiliation with the MB
movement—dominant in the events of Syria and the Arab Spring countries
(Tunisia, Egypt and Libya)—with its alignment with the Axis of Resistance, in
which Syria plays a central role.’ At the onset of the Syrian crisis, Hamas Prime
Minister Isma‘il Haniyyah publicly expressed support for the Syrian revolution
during a speech at Al-Azhar Mosque in Cairo, declaring, “I salute you and I salute
all the peoples of the Arab Spring, the Islamic Winter. I salute the heroic people of
Syria who seek freedom, democracy and reform.”® However, despite this
statement, the movement’s official stance was to maintain neutrality between the
Syrian people and the Syrian regime.?’

34 Ali Badwan, Palestinian factions in Syria discuss their fate, surrender headquarters and wanted individuals,
Al-Arabi Al-Jadid, 28/12/2024.

35 Raja Deeb, Palestinians in Syria: A Renewed Nakba in the Shadow of the Syrian Crisis, BADIL, 31/3/2014.

36 Haniyyah speaks at Al-Azhar Mosque and salutes the people of Syria, site of Al-Arabiya.net, 24/2/2012,
https://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2012%2F02%2F24%2F 196749

37 Hamas spokesman: “Our position on what is happening in Syria is neutrality between the regime that harmed
us and the people, site of Alwatan Voice, 8/6/2012,
https://www.alwatanvoice.com/arabic/news/2012/06/08/285430.html
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Hamas attempted to mediate between the opposition and the regime, but this stance
was unacceptable to the Assad regime, which demanded that Hamas take a decisive
position in its favor against the revolution. As a result, the movement chose to leave
Syria in January 2012.%

In November 2012, Hamas stated that “Syrian security
forces had raided and closed the Damascus office of Khalid
Mish‘al, the head of its political bureau, months after he and
several movement leaders had left the Syrian capital.”3® The
following month, during Hamas’ 25th anniversary
celebration in GS, Mish‘al raised the flag of the “Syrian
Revolution.”*® Since then, the Syrian regime has accused
Hamas of supporting the MB movement in Syria and
claimed that members of the Al-Qassam Brigades fought
alongside opposition and MB-affiliated forces. It further

alleged that Hamas supported extremist groups such as
Jabhat al-Nusra and that Hamas members in RCs, particularly in Yarmouk, were
actively fighting against the regime.*!

In recent years, multiple mediation attempts by Iran and Hizbullah to reconcile the
Syrian regime and Hamas have failed,*? and relations between the two remained at their
lowest. This persisted even after their attempt to reconnect in the latter half of 2022,
when the Assad regime refused to allow Hamas to reopen its office in Damascus.*

P1J has remained neutral in the Syrian crisis, avoiding any political stance that could
harm its relationship with the regime. Unlike other coalition factions, it neither took up
arms in support of the regime nor against it, allowing it to maintain a positive
relationship with the regime.

The PLO factions—Fatah, PFLP, DFLP, PPP, PPSF, PLF and Fida—have declared
the conflict in Syria an internal affair and maintain a stance of neutrality, refusing any
involvement, including taking up arms in RCs under any pretext. However, some
factions have politically aligned with the regime, adopting its narrative on the situation,

38 Al-Bayanouni clarifies Mish‘al’s talk of mediation between the MB and Assad, site of Arabi21, 16/11/2020,
https://arabi21.com/story/1315055

39 Hamas confirms the closure of its offices in Syria, Aljazeera.net, 7/11/2021, https://aja.me/m9hb76 (in Arabic)

40 Mish‘al raises the flag of the “Syrian Revolution,” site of Sky News Arabia, 8/12/2012,
https://www.skynewsarabia.com/sport/58762

4! Tariq Khudairi, Analytical Study: Hamas and the Syrian regime.. a troubled relationship, site of Yabous For

Consulting and Strategic Studies, 19/9/2022, http://www.yabous.info/?id=57

42 Iranian mediation to reconcile Hamas and the Assad regime, site of Syria TV, 9/1/2021,
https://www.syria.tv/NXG

43 Assad talks about the “conditions” of meeting Erdogan and the “treachery” of Hamas, Sky News Arabia,
9/8/2023, https://www.skynewsarabia.com/middle-east/1643805
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with the PFLP reflecting this stance within the PLO’s factional axis, along with several
members of Fatah’s Central Committee.**

Since the Syrian crisis, Palestinian factions have varied in their degree of association
with the Syrian regime. Some factions in Syria have actively supported the regime against
opposition groups, including the Galilee Forces, the Return and Liberation Brigades, and the
Jerusalem Brigade (All three were established after 2011, have no presence in Palestine and
are only nominally connected to the Palestine issue, serving primarily symbolic and
propaganda purposes). Also factions like the DFLP, the PFLP-GC, Fatah al-Intifadah, and
Al-Sa‘iga, which were founded between the 1960s and 1980s, have a presence inside
Palestine and represent an extension of Palestinian resistance against the Israeli occupation.®
On the other hand, some Palestinian factions in Syria play an active role inside Palestine,
leading the armed resistance against the occupation, some, like the P1J, have avoided direct
confrontation with the Syrian opposition, others, such as Hamas, have aligned with it.*¢

The background of these relations is evident in the differing positions of the factions
regarding the fall of the Assad regime. Hamas was one of the first to welcome and
support this change, quickly issuing a statement praising the success of the Syrian armed
opposition in overthrowing President Bashar al-Assad.*’ In an interview with Alaraby
TV, Khalid Mish‘al, the head of Hamas abroad, congratulated the Syrian people, saying,
“We congratulate the great Syrian people on the success of their revolution against
tyranny and injustice.”* In contrast, other Palestinian factions, led by PIJ, viewed the
developments in Syria as an “internal affair,” expressing hope that Damascus would
continue to support the Palestine issue.*

Palestinian sources informed the ‘“Elnashra”
website that Palestinian factions received assurances
from the “Military Operations Command” of the
Syrian opposition, guaranteeing that they would not
be targeted after the fall of the Assad regime. This
followed Hamas’s intervention through Turkish
officials and their mediation with HTS, which secured

“promises” to keep the Palestinian people and forces

b

uninvolved, without attacking their leaders or offices. According to “Elnashra,” no

Palestinian officials were harmed or arrested after the factions took steps to confirm

4 Raja Deeb, Palestinians in Syria: A Renewed Nakba in the Shadow of the Syrian Crisis, BADIL, 31/3/2014.

4 Hussein al-Khatib, Between Change and Survival.. Are the Palestinian factions in Syria rearranging their cards?,
Noon Post, 16/2/2025, https://www.noonpost.com/293296/

46 The Positioning of Palestinian Factions in Syria after the Gaza War, Jusoor for Studies, 23/11/2023.

47 Hamas’ first comment after Assad's fall, Sky News Arabia, 9/12/2024, https://www.skynewsarabia.com/middle-
east/1760859

48 Khalid Mish‘al for Alaraby TV: We congratulate Syrians on the success of their revolution, site of Alaraby TV,
10/12/2024, https://www.alaraby.com/news/

49 Hamas and Palestinian factions comment on the toppling of the Assad regime, Aljazeera.net, 9/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/5a7rqz (in Arabic)
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their commitment to neutrality, including removing armed appearances, slogans and
pictures, closing their training camps, and raising only the new Syrian flag alongside
the Palestinian flag. Some factions, including PFLP-GC led by Ahmad Jibril, did not
limit their actions to Syria but also evacuated a military position on the Lebanese-Syrian
border near the town of Helweh in the Rashaya district, relocating to their base in the
Qousaya area of the Bekaa Valley. According to informed Palestinian sources, the
Palestinian factions in Syria have agreed to form a “Joint Palestinian National Action
Authority,” which includes all factions and the PLA, aiming to create a unified national
reference to serve common Palestinian interests, similar to the structure in Lebanon.
This significant move followed a meeting of faction leaders at the Embassy of the State
of Palestine in Damascus.*°

A Palestinian source close to the PFLP-GC told A4l-Arabi Al-Jadid newspaper that
parties within the PFLP-GC, the faction most supportive of the Assad regime, held
meetings with various factions. These discussions included the intervention of Hamas
leader Khalid Mish‘al with the Syrian “Military Operations Command” and the factions
to resolve issues concerning the PFLP-GC and Al-Sa‘iga. It was agreed to arrest those
involved in crimes committed while fighting alongside the former regime and hold them
accountable. Approximately 20 members of the PFLP-GC were arrested, but neither the
group’s secretary general, Talal Naji, nor Al-Sa‘iqa leader Muhammad Qais were
harmed. The arrested individuals were transferred to Hama prison. According to a
source from Fatah al-Intifada who spoke to A/-Arabi Al-Jadid, the Military Operations
Command in Damascus seized the Al-Sa‘iqa military headquarters in the Abbasiyyin
area and the office of Ahmad Jibril, the former PFLP-GC official who died in 2021. It
also took control of the headquarters of Fatah al-Intifada official Colonel Ziad al-Saghir
in Damascus’ Tahrir Square, prompting al-Saghir to flee to Lebanon. Additionally, the
PFLP-GC training camps were placed under the Military Operations Command’s
control, and the PFLP-GC subsequently handed over its camps and tunnels in Lebanon
to the Lebanese Army Forces (LAF).

During the Syrian crisis, several Palestinian groups and factions were established by
the former regime’s intelligence services, including Liwa al-Quds, led by Muhammad
al-Sa‘id; the Free Palestine Movement, led by Sa‘id ‘Abdul ‘Al; and the Democratic
Palestine Movement, led by Mazen Shuqair. Most of their leaders fled to Lebanon,
while some attempted to settle their status with the new authorities in Damascus.
Meanwhile, the PLA, which comprises three brigades of Palestinian conscripts subject
to the regime’s military regulations, is also undergoing significant changes. A source in
the Palestinian Authority (PA) leadership in Ramallah, along with the General
Intelligence Service (GIS) led by General Majid Faraj, informed A/-Arabi Al-Jadid that
the current position is to cease the recruitment of Palestinians in Syria. Furthermore, the

0 What is the fate of Palestinian forces in Syria?, site of Elnashra, 16/12/2024,
https://elnashra.com/news/show/1701970
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PLA barracks are set to be transferred to the new Syrian army, with discussions on the
details to take place soon at the highest PA levels.>!

Therefore, relations between the Military Operations Command and certain
Palestinian factions that supported the former Syrian regime during the revolution, such
as the PFLP-GC and Al-Sa‘iga, are likely to be strained, while relations with factions
that sided with the Syrian revolution or remained neutral, such as Hamas and the P1J,
are expected to improve. This shift may be reflected in the closure of political offices
in Syria for the former group while exempting the latter.>? In this context, a Hamas
leader revealed to Manassa website that Syrian President Ahmad al-Sharaa handed
Hamas its headquarters and lifted the ban on its property in Syria, which had been
confiscated by the former regime after Hamas refused to participate in the infighting
following the Syrian revolution.>?

On the other hand, the PA is adopting a cautious stance on the fall of the Assad
regime in Syria. Just hours after Syrian President Bashar al-Assad fled Damascus on
8/12/2024, the Palestinian presidency stated that the State of Palestine and its people
“stand with the brotherly Syrian people and respect their will and political choices,
ensuring their security and stability while preserving their achievements.”>* Despite the
numerous and intense international and Arab visits to Syria in the early days of the
Assad regime’s fall, the PA did not send an official delegation until nearly two months
later, on 28/1/2025. The delegation
included Mahmud al-Habbash, advisor to
PA President Mahmud ‘Abbas;
Palestinian Prime Minister Mohammad
Mustafa; PLO Executive Committee
member Ahmad Majdalani; Palestinian
Ambassador to Syria Samir al-Rifai; and
Yasir Mahmud ‘Abbas, the PA President’s
son. The delegation’s reception by the head of the new Syrian administration, Ahmad

al-Sharaa, was widely shared on social media, sparking resentment over the inclusion
of figures known for criticizing the Palestinian resistance.’® On 9/1/2025, the
Palestinian embassy in Damascus saw two opposing events: a protest by activists

I Ali Badwan, Palestinian factions in Syria discuss their fate, surrender headquarters and wanted individuals,
Al-Arabi Al-Jadid, 28/12/2024.

52 Syrian-Palestinian relations under the new administration led by Ahmad al-Sharaa, site of 41-Wasat newspaper,
Kuwait, 23/12/2024, https://www.alwasat.com.kw/ArticleDetail.aspx?id=159364

33 Mohammed Khayal, Hamas leader: Al-Sharaa handed over the movement’s headquarters in Syria and lifted the
ban on its properties, site of Manassa, 9/2/2025, https://manassa.news/news/22233

34 Palestine: We stand with Syria and respect the will of its people and their political choices, site of Al-Qahera
News, 8/12/2024, https://alqaheranews.net/news/107782

55 Mustafa at the head of an official delegation meets the leader of the new Syrian administration, Palestinian
News and Information Agency (WAFA), 28/1/2025, https://www.wafa.ps/pages/details/112791

56 Yahya Bassem, Widespread reaction to Sharaa’s reception of a delegation from the Palestinian
Authority..Including al-Habbash, Arabi21, 29/1/2025, https://arabi21.com/story/1657761
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against the visit and a gathering, as announced by the embassy, of hundreds from
Palestinian RCs in support of Palestinian legitimacy.>’

The PA’s caution regarding the potential fall of the Assad regime stems from the
nature of their relationship since 2011. Throughout the Syrian revolution, the Palestinian
embassy in Damascus remained open and operational, while visits by officials from the PLO
and Fatah to the Syrian capital continued uninterrupted—reflecting an official Palestinian
stance of “non-involvement in the Syrian crisis,” which in practice leaned in favor of the
Assad regime. In 2012, the same year the Hamas leadership left Damascus, the Syrian
authorities raised the level of Palestinian diplomatic representation to that of an embassy.>®
In 2015, Syrian authorities agreed to officially reopen Fatah’s offices in Damascus after three
decades of closure, signaling improved relations with the movement led by President
Mahmud ‘Abbas. At the time, ‘Abbas Zaki, a member of Fatah’s Central Commiuttee,
declared that “Fatah supports the Syrian regime, which is currently engaged in a battle against
extremist and terrorist organizations. The prevailing narrative

is that Syria is under a vicious attack by armed terrorist groups
that receive their directives from Israel and the West and are
connected to various Arab regimes.”*® In 2022, the Syrian
regime’s SANA news agency quoted Jibril Rajoub, secretary
of the Fatah Central Committee, as saying at a press

conference in Damascus: “Syria’s presence outside the Arab
League is a shame for the Arabs, especially since it is a
founding member of the Arab League and should regain its

membership.” Rajoub also vowed an imminent visit to

Jibril Rajoub I
Damascus by PA President Mahmud ‘ Abbas.®° I J

Therefore, the future relationship between the PA and the new regime in Syria will
depend on two key factors. The first is the Syrian new regime’s stance toward the
Palestinian political landscape, particularly its position on the legitimacy of Palestinian
representation and its relationship with various factions, especially Hamas. The PA
requires clear and specific commitments from the regime on these issues. The recent
visit of the Palestinian delegation to Syria appears to have been an attempt to preempt
other Palestinian movements seeking to expand their influence in the Palestinian RCs.
The second factor concerns the regional and Arab positions on the developments in
Syria. Aware of the need to align itself with the perspectives of key regional actors, the

57 PA delegation soon in Damascus between supporters and detractors, AGPS, 15/1/2025,
https://www.actionpal.org.uk/ar/post/21033

38 Khalil Musa, The Palestinian Authority and the new Syrian administration... Absence and waiting, Independet
Arabia, 31/12/2024, https://www.independentarabia.com/node/614766/

% In a brazen move. The Palestinian Fatah movement announces the restoration of relations with the Assad regime
and its alignment with it!!?, site of Shaam Netwrok, 5/6/2015, https://shaam.org/

60 Fatah Movement: Syria's presence outside the Arab League is a “shame on the Arabs” and Mahmud ‘Abbas
will visit Damascus soon, site of Russia Today (RT), 10/1/2022, https://ar.rt.com/s505 (in Arabic)
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PA is likely to maintain a cautious and diplomatic stance until the vision and contours
of the post-Assad era become clear. 5!

Third: Military Repercussions: Axis of Resistance

Many Palestinians have legitimate concerns that the fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime
in Syria and the weakening of Iran’s influence in the region have undermined the
resistance axis and harmed the Palestine issue by shifting the balance of power further
in Israel’s favor. Iran’s support for Hamas, P1J and Hizbullah has been a key factor in
sustaining armed resistance against Israel, and the collapse of the Assad government
would likely disrupt vital supply lines to these groups. From Israel’s perspective, the
main threat in Syria was not the Assad regime itself, but rather the continued Iranian
arms transfers to Hizbullah via Syrian territory, along with Damascus's hosting of
Palestinian factions.®?

Therefore, the fall of the Assad regime could end Syria’s role as a “transit station”
for resistance factions in Gaza, potentially eliminating its provision of training camps,
headquarters and freedom of movement.% Hamas cadres began their military activities
in Syria under the umbrella of the PFLP-GC, after the Syrian regime agreed to host
members deported from Marj al-Zuhur.** Some Hamas figures, such as Mahmud
al-Mabhuh and Ezzedin al-Sheikh Khalil, who were wanted by the Israeli occupation
army, relocated from Gaza to Syria, where they received training at PFLP facilities and
camps. Another wave of Hamas military cadres arrived following their departure from
Jordan after the 1996 arrests of the movement’s members. In Syria, they found a secure
and stable environment to build a military infrastructure. Hamas’s military activities
expanded alongside strengthened political ties with the Syrian regime, leading to
increased support, including land and training camps provided through the PFLP-GC
for training its cadres and conducting military industrialization experiments. The
PFLP’s scientific centers were utilized, combining resources with Hamas’ capabilities
to develop rockets and drones manufactured in GS. The regime also facilitated
experiments for launching these rockets and drones. Furthermore, it allowed Hamas
military and security personnel to cross into Lebanon via the “military line” border

¢! Fadel Manasfeh, How the fall of Assad will affect the Palestine Issue, site of Elaph, 13/12/2024.

2 Lamees ‘Andoni, Did the Palestinians lose with the fall of Assad?, Al-Arabi Al-Jadid, 22/12/2024,

https://edgs.co/ul5e9

63 Oraib al-Rantawi, Syria and Palestine... Earthquake after Earthquake, site of Al-Mayadeen Media Network,

31/12/2024, https://mdn.tv/8GNN (in Arabic)

% On 17/12/1992, Israel deported 415 prominent Palestinian militants outside of Palestine, aiming to rid the
Palestinian street of those advocating the ideology of resistance. The deportees were sent to Marj al-Zuhur, a
town in the Nabatieh governorate of southern Lebanon. However, their persistence throughout the year and
their efforts to raise awareness about their plight led Israel to succumb to international pressure, agreeing to
return them in stages. For more, see Deportation to Marj al-Zuhur..The story of 415 Palestinians who
succeeded in breaking the shackles of occupation, The Encyclopedia, Aljazeera.net, 17/12/2024,
https://aja.ws/rpxn2j (in Arabic)
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corridor, facilitating the unhindered transport of military materials and equipment.
Hundreds of Hamas cadres were also able to travel to Iran for military training before
returning to Palestine. Furthermore, the Syrian regime assisted Hamas by supplying
Syrian and Iranian weapons, including rockets, missiles and various explosives, which
were then smuggled into GS.%°

These fears have been heightened by developments in Syria, particularly as they
coincide with the US- and French-mediated ceasefire agreement between Lebanon and
Israel, which went into effect on 27/11/2024. The agreement ended months of military
confrontation and the support front for GS that Hizbullah had opened following
7/10/2023—a front that escalated into a major confrontation by September 2024, during
which Israel delivered a series of powerful strikes against Hizbullah and its leaders.
Israel has sought to portray these developments in Syria and Lebanon as a further
weakening of the Palestinian resistance in GS, which it now presents as isolated and
alone. This narrative serves to increase pressure on the resistance to accept previously
rejected proposals, whether concerning a ceasefire and prisoner exchange or the future
governance of Gaza after the war. %

Israel took advantage of the fall of the Assad regime in Syria to expand its control over
the buffer zone established under the ceasefire agreements following the October 1973 war
in the Golan Heights. Seeking to extend its presence into a larger buffer zone reaching the
Jordanian border, Israel not only maintained a
temporary presence until the Syrian situation
stabilized but also declared its occupation of
certain areas would be permanent. This
occupation has been further exacerbated by
exploiting the sectarian diversity in southern
Syria, particularly through claims of protecting
the Druze in Sweida and its surrounding

villages.®’

In this context, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Defense Minister Israel
Katz instructed the Israel army to “prepare to defend” the Druze-majority city of
Jaramana on the outskirts of Damascus in Syria. According to reports from Syria,
authorities from the new Syrian government have been clashing with local Druze
gunmen during a security campaign in Jaramana. At least one Syrian officer was killed,

65 ¢ Abdul Hakim ‘Aziz Hnaini, Manhajiyyat Harakat Hamas fi al-‘Alaqat al-Kharijiyyah: Suria
Namuzajan 2000-2015 (Hamas’ Foreign Policy: Syria as a Case Study 2000-2015), pp. 130-134.

% The evolution of the Lebanese and Syrian situations and their implications for the genocidal war in Gaza,
Aljazeera.net, 26/12/2024, https://aja.ws/jhcgqy (in Arabic)

7 Helmy Musa, Israeli hints: Syria’s destruction and disintegration is a goal, Aljazeera.net, 26/2/2025,
https://aja.ws/negvb7 (in Arabic)
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while another was captured and later released, the reports said.®® The Wall Street
Journal revealed that Israel “would spend more than $1 billion to assist the Druze in
northern Israel, in what security analysts said was a move to coax the minority group to
help persuade Syrian Druze to reject the new government” and that it “is lobbying world
powers around the idea of making the new state emerging in Syria a federal system of
autonomous ethnic regions, with the southern border areas by Israel demilitarized.”
According to the report, Israeli “actions are paving the way for an Israeli vision of
federalist Syria with an autonomous zone controlled by friendly Druze along its border.
In such a scenario, Syria would become a union of states, mostly autonomous from what
would be a weak central government, with more power in local hands, especially in

areas pushing up to Israel’s borders.”®

In line with the Israeli proposal, Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) commander Mazloum Abdi stated in a BBC interview
that the Kurds seek to establish a decentralized state that
guarantees their national, cultural and political rights in the
new Syrian constitution. He acknowledged ongoing
disagreements with the Damascus government and echoed

Israel’s description of the prospective Syrian government as a
“Salafi-jihadist force.” Abdi also welcomed support from all Mazloum Abdi

backers, including Israel, noting its influence over both the US

and the West.”® It is worth noting that, following the failed attempt to incite unrest and
topple the regime—an effort concentrated along the Syrian coast—an agreement was
subsequently reached between the Syrian state and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)
on 10/3/2025. Key provisions of the agreement included a nationwide ceasefire; the
integration of all civil and military institutions in northeastern Syria into the Syrian state
administration—including border crossings, the airport, and oil and gas fields; the
rejection of secessionist calls, hate speech and efforts to sow discord among Syria’s
diverse societal components; and the guarantee of equal rights for all Syrians to political
representation and participation in state institutions based on merit, regardless of
religious or ethnic background. Executive committees have been tasked with
implementing the agreement no later than the end of 2025.

Accordingly, some argue that the fall of the Assad regime could result in Syria’s
departure from the resistance axis against Israel and potentially lead to its entry into

%8 Emanual Fabian, Netanyahu and Katz direct IDF to ‘prepare to defend’ Syrian Druze suburb of Damascus, site
of The Times of Israel, 1/3/2025, https://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahu-and-katz-direct-idf-to-prepare-to-
defend-syrian-druze-suburb-of-damascus/

% Sudarsan Raghavan, Dov Lieber and Suha Ma’ayeh, Israel Sees Growing Threat in Islamists Trying to Unify
Syria, The Wall Street Journal newspaper, 4/3/2025, https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/israel-syria-
turkey-islamist-government-leaders-d5c118d8

70 Mazloum Abdi in Without Restrictions: We demand a decentralized government and Kurdish rights, site of
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) News Arabic, 20/2/2025,
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/articles/cj0q49ley1zo
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Arab normalization agreements with it.”! From this perspective, a narrative has emerged
claiming an Israeli-US conspiracy to overthrow the Assad regime. Proponents of this
view highlight the silence of the new Syrian administration regarding Israeli airstrikes
and incursions into Syrian territory, as well as its failure to take concrete actions to stop
these attacks.”” They also point to statements by Ahmad al-Sharaa, the head of the new
Syrian administration, who asserted, “We do not want any conflict whether with Israel
or anyone else and we will not let Syria be used as a launchpad for attacks. The Syrian
people need a break, and the strikes must end and Israel has to pull back to its previous
positions.””? This stance was further echoed by Asaad al-Shaibani, the new Syrian
administration’s Foreign Minister, who declared, “In the past, they used Hezbollah, the
Assad regime, and Iranian militias as pretexts for their bombings.” adding “We have
sent clear messages that Syria will not be a source of threat to any country, including

Israel.””*

By contrast, many observers question the claim that “the Syrian regime under Bashar
al-Assad is part of the Axis of Resistance and a genuine supporter of the Palestine issue.”
They argue that its fall would not harm the Palestine issue; on the contrary, it could actually
serve it—for several reasons, chief among them:

/SYRIA p.
P 1. Since the October 1973 war, the Assad ’u%?t':'ﬂs r m
2 A

regime has clearly committed to
maintaining calm in the Syrian Golan and
along the demarcation line,”> despite
“enduring over 3,500 Israeli strikes in the

past 12 years without ever retaliating
»76

against the Israeli occupation.

P 2. The Syrian regime refused to take part in Operation al-Aqsa Flood and rejected
Hamas’s return to military activity in Syria, which had ceased at the end of 2011. In
contrast, it allowed the PIJ—closer to both the regime and Tehran—to carry out
limited activities in Syria, although the group’s presence has always been modest and
remains under the supervision of Hizbullah and Iran. The regime also responded to
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the war on GS with notable political and media indifference, imposing strict security
measures on Palestinian RCs to prevent anti-war demonstrations. Meanwhile, Syrian
cities saw no pro-Palestinian rallies of the sort the regime once routinely orchestrated
on such occasions.”” In fact, the Assad regime became the vulnerable entry point
through which the Axis of Resistance—chiefly Hizbullah and Iran—was struck. Both
were exposed to Israeli military and intelligence operations in Syria and suffered
heavy blows, even as these strikes spared Syrian regime officials and instead targeted

the leadership, cadres and assets of the resistance axis.”®

According to the Al-Quds Al-Arabi newspaper website, sources close to Hamas
revealed that a large number of the movement’s leaders and cadres were executed in
Syrian prisons by the regime of the ousted Bashar al-Assad following the outbreak
of the 2011 revolution. The sources stated that 94 Hamas cadres who were in Syria
were executed without trial. They added that intelligence documents discovered in
Syrian security headquarters after the fall of the Assad regime showed that orders to
arrest anyone with proven ties to Hamas remained in effect until 8/12/2024—the day
the regime collapsed. The sources further noted that Hamas had submitted lists of
detainees held in Assad’s prisons to the former Secretary-General of Hizbullah,
Hasan Nasrallah, who had pledged to intervene for their release. However, Nasrallah
provided no information in return, and it is believed he discovered that all the
individuals on the list had already been eliminated.”

Assuming the collapse of the Assad regime would deal a blow to the Axis of
Resistance, its direct impact was unlikely to decisively affect the Palestine issue. For
Hizbullah had already signed an agreement to halt hostilities on the northern Israeli
front prior to the launch of Operation Deterrence of
Aggression by Syrian opposition factions against the regime,
and a resumption of war in the foreseeable future was not
expected. Iran, for its part, had shifted toward de-escalation
following Donald Trump’s victory in the US presidential
elections, as evidenced by its support for Hizbullah’s

decision to halt the war and its restraint in responding to

Israeli attacks, along with a decrease in the frequency of

attacks by Iranian-backed Iraqi factions on Israel.° I Donald Trump I

In contrast, HTS “formerly Jabhat al-Nusra,” led by Ahmad al-Sharaa, has shown
significant interest in the developments of the GS war since the launch of Operation
al-Agsa Flood. Various institutions and factions affiliated with the group organized

77 The Syrian Regime's Position on the Gaza War, Jusoor for Studies, 19/1/2024.
8 Imad al-Abdali, Revolutionary Syria and Palestine.. Foundations and Caveats, Arabi21, 9/1/2025.

79

Intelligence documents reveal Assad regime executed dozens of Hamas cadres without trial, site of 4/-Quds
al-Arabi newspaper, 5/1/2025.

80 Muhammad Ghazi al-Jamal, The Great Impact of Syria’s Liberation on Israel, Aljazeera.net, 8/1/2025,
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numerous activities, sit-ins and demonstrations in support of the Palestinian
resistance and people, while condemning the Israeli crimes and aggression against
GS. They also issued several official directives calling for participation in events,
demonstrations and fundraising campaigns in support of the Palestinian people. In a
key gesture reflecting the importance of the convergence between HTS and Hamas
on a shared Islamic foundation—and their joint approach to the Palestine issue from
a religious doctrinal perspective—°‘Abdul Rahim ‘Atun, the general shari’a official
of HTS and head of the High Fatwa Council in the group’s “National Salvation
Government (NSG),” mourned the death of Saleh al-‘Arouri, deputy head of Hamas'
political bureau, who was assassinated by Israel in southern Beirut on 2/1/2024. He
was also mourned by ‘Amer al-Sheikh, the overall leader of the Ahrar al-Sham
Islamic Movement, which is allied with HTS.®!

Israel is deeply concerned about the Islamic and jihadist background of HTS and its
leader, Ahmad al-Sharaa, who is hostile toward Israel. Al-Sharaa was a member of
al-Qaeda and later an active figure within the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
during the Syrian civil war. Despite his subsequent separation from ISIS and his
reassuring statements to the West and Israel—where he emphasized his focus on
building a new Syria and his unwillingness to engage in conflict with Israel—Tel
Aviv remains wary of the long-term intentions and actions of Abu Muhammad
al-Julani (the name he was previously known by, with “Jolani” [referring to the Golan
Heights], emphasizing its significance and making it a key part of his identity). This
concern is particularly focused on the liberation of the occupied Golan Heights.
Israel’s caution is further fueled by its experience with Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar,
who “spoke moderately and appeared focused on consolidating his rule in Gaza rather
than confronting Israel,” only to later launch Operation al-Agsa Flood.??

In this context, Israel have emphasized that it “will not permit jihadi groups to fill
that vacuum and threaten Israeli communities on the Golan Heights with October
7th-style attacks” (Operation Al-Agsa Flood).%?

Israeli analyses emphasize that the fall of Assad and the rise of the opposition to
power would mark a dramatic shift from the dominance of the Iranian-Shiite axis to
the Turkish-Qatari Sunni axis. This axis, in Syrian territory would enjoy financial
backing from Qatar, “while nearby Turkey... is providing the labor, projects, and
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military aid.” Over time, this axis will “eventually challenge Israel on its borders

(sea, land and air).

Israel’s immediate destruction of the Syrian
army’s weapons following the fall of the Assad
regime revealed its firm conviction—perhaps
even assurances from the regime itself—that
Assad would never use those weapons to attack
it. At the same time, it reflected a genuine
Israeli fear and certainty that a future Syrian
administration might indeed wuse them

284

against it.

The accusations directed at the new Syrian leadership for turning a blind eye to Israeli
violations in Syria can be refuted. It appears that in dealing with the Israeli dilemma,

the new leadership is guided by specific constraints that shape its conduct, including:

Preserving the state-building process and preventing its derailment before the
initial phases are completed; a war with the occupying power at this stage could
undermine the emerging political trajectory and hinder efforts to unify the state,
build its military and establish foreign relations.

Avoiding any recognition of an Israeli role in shaping the next phase or accepting
imposed conditions.

Responding according to a hierarchy of threats, beginning with the most urgent
and fundamental—such as dismantling the remaining armed structures of the
former regime, which possess the weapons, training, experience and motivation to
undermine the transitional phase. Many of their members face the prospect of
accountability and prosecution, and may therefore see chaos as their only escape
from this threat.

Building a military force and forging alliances that provide both political and
military cover, enabling the state to confront external threats, including the Israeli
threat and others.*®

Therefore, supporters of this viewpoint argue that the new Syrian administration,
while unlikely to engage in direct military conflict with Israel in support of the Palestine

issue or to liberate the occupied Golan Heights—at least until it consolidates its

power—will likely continue to restrain Palestinian factions from launching attacks on
Israel from Syrian territory. However, they expect this administration to maintain, and
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possibly even increase, its military and logistical support for Palestinian factions,
particularly Hamas, beyond what the Assad regime provided. This is likely understood
by Israel which “had a modus vivendi with Assad — akin to those it has with regimes in
Egypt, Jordan and some Gulf Arab states, which impose stability aligned with Israeli

interests — but it clearly does not view Syria’s new authorities the same way.”3°

Conclusion

It seems that the fall of the Assad regime and the rise of opposition forces in Syria
will positively impact the social conditions of Palestinian refugees in Syria, as well as
the political situation of Palestinian resistance factions, particularly Hamas. This would
be reflected in the reopening of the movement’s offices and headquarters in Syria, and
Syria may even become an alternative base for the movement in light of US pressure
on Qatar to close its political office in Doha.

However, there are likely to be negative military consequences for the resistance
factions. It is expected that routes for arms shipments from Iran to the factions in GS
and Hizbullah in Lebanon will be cut off, due to the antagonistic relations between the
new Syrian administration and both Iran and Hizbullah.

It is also expected that the new administration
will not permit Palestinian factions to attack

Israel from within Syrian territory, and may
even disallow any Palestinian military presence
altogether. This approach seems aimed at * *\» *
removing any pretext for Israel to attack Syria, ' i
thus paving the way for international

legitimacy—primarily from the US and

Europe—and the lifting of Western sanctions.
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