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SDF Between Damascus Pressure and Waning U.S.
Support

A few days ago, a new round of talks took place in the Syrian capital, Damascus,
bringing together a delegation from the Autonomous Administration of North and
East Syria and representatives of the Syrian government.

The aim was to revive a long-stalled agreement between the two sides. However,
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the meeting yielded no tangible results, once again raising a familiar question:
what is the point of such an agreement if it leads to no practical steps?

The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and their political arm continue to insist on
decentralization and the preservation of an independent military structure within
the Syrian army—effectively a form of federalism, albeit under the vague label of
“decentralization.”

This demand is categorically rejected by the Syrian government, which remains
committed to the full implementation of the March 10 agreement, including the
complete integration of SDF military and civilian institutions under Damascus’s
authority.

Despite significant progress by the Syrian government on domestic and
international fronts, the SDF issue remains a destabilizing factor—an open-ended
dilemma that could lead to several outcomes, chief among them a new war.

Popular Unrest Against SDF’s Abuses of Arab Communities

It is often said that violence is the last refuge of the weak—and the SDF seems to
be embodying that adage in the areas it controls in Syria’s northeast. Amid
growing popular discontent in the provinces of Hasakah, Raqqga, and eastern Deir
ez-Zor, the SDF has intensified its repressive measures in a desperate attempt to
suppress rising dissent and prevent a potential uprising.

Arbitrary arrests have surged, with the number of detainees exceeding 500,
according to local networks. These arrests are often based on flimsy pretexts,
such as displaying national flags, slogans supportive of the Syrian state, or
President Ahmad al-Shar’a. Even social media posts have triggered detentions,
targeting not only adults but also the elderly and children.



)
SDF Between Damascus Pressure and Waning U.S. Support W
2026, March 26 8 yis | oSl caalall o

Members of (SDF) carry out an arbitrary arrest operation targeting young men in
Raqqga.

In a particularly alarming escalation, four civilians—including three
children—have been killed by SDF forces in less than two weeks. The latest was
8-year-old Omar al-Yousef in eastern Aleppo on July 11, preceded by 14-year-
old Ali al-Ouni in Ragqga on July 2, and 13-year-old Farid al-Huwaish in Deir ez-
Zor on June 26.

On July 11, Ala’a Fawaz al-Hardou, a former SDF member who defected, died
under torture in a prison in al-Shaddadi, Hasakah.

The abuses extend beyond killings and detentions to include the abduction of
children—particularly in the Sheikh Magsoud neighborhood of Aleppo—and the
detention of relatives of wanted individuals, a policy of collective punishment
that is fueling mounting tension.

Far from reinforcing SDF’s control, these heavy-handed tactics are deepening
public anger and pushing the region toward greater unrest, as the SDF appears
increasingly unbalanced and deluded in its belief that control can be maintained
through brute force.

Stubbornness and the Illusion of Federalism

In every negotiation with the Syrian government, the SDF continues to demand
decentralization as a precondition for any future political deal. But this seemingly
administrative demand conceals a deeper agenda: the establishment of a quasi-
federal entity with an independent military structure in northeast Syria—a
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scenario Damascus flatly rejects.

This obstinance reveals a shallow or willful misreading by SDF leadership of the
shifting regional and international dynamics, especially the evolving U.S. policy
toward Syria and the historic announcement by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK)—the ideological parent of the YPG/YPJ militias from which the SDF was
formed in 2015—to lay down arms after four decades of conflict with Turkey.

That announcement has added to the pressure on the SDF, exposing its shrinking
maneuvering room amid growing international calls for dismantling its military
infrastructure.

Today, two divergent factions dominate SDF’s leadership:

The first, led by Mazloum Abdi, maintains a fragile balancing act between
Washington and Damascus, avoiding open confrontations.

The second, more hardline faction, led by Khalil Aldar and Ilham Ahmed, and
represented by Foza Youssef in negotiations, insists on maintaining SDF’s
military autonomy and seeks a semi-independent administration in northeast
Syria under a symbolic connection to the Syrian state.

At the conclusion of the July 9 meeting at the Tishreen Palace, the Syrian
government openly acknowledged this internal division, pointing to the extremist
wing within the SDF’s negotiating team as the primary obstacle to implementing
the March 10 agreement, which mandates the dissolution of SDF’s military
structure and integration of its institutions into the Syrian state.

This hardline faction, closely aligned with the PKK’s militant ideology, appears to
be steering the SDF’s course, blocking all efforts toward reconciliation.

Washington Shifts Position as Patience Wears Thin

In a notable shift, U.S. Special Envoy to Syria Thomas Barak recently expressed
clear support for the Syrian government’s stance in its negotiations with the SDF.
He criticized what he described as the SDF’s “slow pace” in implementing the
integration agreement.

Barak went further, stating bluntly: “There is no path but Damascus,” squarely
blaming the SDF for the deadlock in talks. He issued a veiled warning that “time
Is running out,” and that the continued existence of ethnically-based armed
formations—Kurdish or otherwise—would not be tolerated.

“There cannot be armies in sectarian or ethnic uniforms,” he said, adding that
“the idea of a Kurdish state or a separate entity for the SDF is off the table.”

Significantly, Barak hinted that the U.S. military presence in Syria “will not be
permanent,” a comment many interpreted as a signal of Washington’s gradual
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disengagement from its unconditional support for the SDF in favor of a political
resolution under the umbrella of the Syrian state.

Soon after, an SDF spokesperson appeared on Al Arabiya, declaring that the
group is ready to join the Syrian army, stating: “It is natural for the SDF to
become part of the national military.” He denied any separatist intentions and
confirmed that talks with Damascus were ongoing.

However, the spokesperson also emphasized structural differences between the
SDF and the Syrian army, suggesting that a “restructuring” would be
necessary—leaving open the question of whether this willingness is genuine or
merely a tactic to deflect mounting pressure.

The Endgame: A Ticking Clock

All signs point to Washington having made its decision. The “Kurdish file” is being
returned to the Syrian negotiating table in line with a regional and international
consensus that the era of autonomous entities outside the Syrian state’s
authority is ending. The SDF’s current structure is increasingly seen as an
untenable liability—militarily and politically.

Reports suggest the U.S. has given the SDF until mid-August to take meaningful
steps toward implementing the agreement. But time is no longer on the SDF’s
side. The group’s sole bargaining chip—its role in fighting ISIS—has already been
quietly reclaimed by President Ahmad al-Shar’a.

A pivotal moment came on June 22, when a bombing at the Mar Elias Church in
the Dwaila neighborhood of Damascus prompted a major shift. Syria’s Ministry of
Interior announced that one of the suspects arrested in the Damascus
countryside was an Iragi national and a former resident of the Al-Hol camp in
eastern Hasakah. He had escaped the camp and reached Damascus, raising
suspicions about the SDF’s role in controlling these areas.
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The incident led to a rapid repatriation campaign for Iraqi and Syrian residents of
SDF-run camps, and hinted at a change in how the Syrian government is dealing
with the SDF—albeit unofficially.

In a notable development, Syrian intelligence forces have arrested numerous
SDF-linked cells in Aleppo and Damascus and raided their hideouts after
confirming their involvement in sabotage operations within government-held
areas. Though belated, these actions aim to contain further instability.

On June 30, Deir ez-Zor Governor Ghassan al-Sayyed Ahmad declared that a
military option remains on the table should negotiations fail. He revealed that
three fully equipped military divisions were ready to deploy in the northeast if
needed. He noted that the SDF’s presence continues to disrupt key
infrastructure, including keeping the Deir ez-Zor airport closed due to airspace
issues and blocking reconstruction of vital bridges across the Euphrates.

A Military Option: Inevitable, but Not Imminent

There is broad consensus among Syrians—especially in the northeast—on the
need for a military campaign to end SDF rule. Many openly call on the
government to act, viewing the SDF as obstructing the implementation of the
March 10 agreement and serving foreign ambitions to partition the country.

Still, the question remains: Is the Syrian government currently positioned to
launch a full-scale offensive?

The short answer is no. Several key obstacles prevent such a move:
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The ongoing U.S. military presence and the risk it perceives to ISIS prison camps
and displaced persons camps overseen by the SDF.

Turkey’s current preference to avoid escalation with PKK-affiliated groups in
Syria until it completes the disarmament process announced by PKK leadership.

The Syrian state’s strategic decision to pursue a peaceful resolution to the SDF
issue and avoid further military entanglements as it rebuilds itself diplomatically
and institutionally.

But time is running out. With each delay, the pressure on the SDF
increases—alongside waning patience in Washington and Ankara. Eventually, the
SDF will have little choice but to yield. The hardline faction within its ranks stands
to gain nothing, as its bet on military force and regime change is failing.

The Syrian state is gaining international recognition and advancing across
multiple fronts. The SDF’s remaining hopes now lie more in fantasy than fact.

A segment of the Kurdish population that supports the SDF still clings to dreams
of replicating Iraq’s Kurdistan Region, inspired by figures like Bremer and
Barzani. But Syria’s geography, geopolitics, and demography are starkly different.

How can a federation be established in a region that is overwhelmingly Arab?
There is no international will to support such a plan. The SDF was created as a
wartime formation to fight ISIS—a mission that no longer applies. With a
reemergent Syrian state striving for stability and unity, the SDF’s role has
effectively expired.
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