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A Year Since “Deterrence of Aggression®... Why the
Moment of Assad’s Fall Became Possible?

Before the dawn of Novemberl127,02024, Syrians did not expect a broad military
shift that could topple the rule of the Assad regime especially given an
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international climate increasingly inclined to politically rehabilitate the regime
and accept it as a fait accompli, despite the global community’s documented
exposure of massacres and violations carried out by the regime and its allies over
13 years.

The battle of “Deterring the Aggression” (. “Rada‘ alllUdwan”) was launched amid
complex and intertwined political circumstances. Locally, Syria was divided into
four zones of influence and control; regionally, ongoing developments such as the
“Al-Agsa Flood” operation and the war in Lebanon were reshaping the region’s
balance. Internationally, the main actors in the Syrian dossier Russia, Iran, the
United States, and Turkey were maneuvering around their respective interests and
direct ties to Syrian geography.

On the first anniversary of the launch of “Deterring the Aggression,” this report
sheds light on the domestic, regional, and international political climate that
preceded and accompanied the eleven-day battle, which ended on December 8,
2024, with the fall of the Assad regime closing a grim chapter of nearly half a
century of rule under Hafez and then Bashar al-Assad.

A look back at the prelude to “Deterrence of Aggression®

After the Assad regime turned the Syrian revolution into an armed conflict,
multiple factions began fighting it, while allied states offered political, military,
and economic support particularly Iran and Russia. This tipped the balance of
power and fragmented territorial control.

The fighting froze in 2020 under the “Moscow Agreement” (also known as the
“cease-fire agreement”), signed on March 5 of that year by Russian President
Vladimir Putin and his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdollan drawing a
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military-control map in Syria. Prior “reconciliation” deals, such as the “Sochi
agreement,” had also preceded this.

Prior to launching “Deterring the Aggression,” Syria was divided into four main
zones of control:

The Assad regime and its allies (Russia and Iran), controlling central and
southern Syria representing the regime’s central authority.

The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), supported by the United States, partnered
in battling the Islamic State (IS), controlling much of the northeast.

The Syrian National Army, backed by Turkey, active in northern and eastern rural
Aleppo as well as the cities of Tel Abyad and Ras al-Ain.

The Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), dominating Idlib and western Aleppo
countryside, with indirect relations to Turkey.

Between midll2023 and 2024, the number of foreign military bases and
installations scattered across Syria reached 801 including 529 Iranian sites, 126
Turkish, 114 Russian, and 32 belonging to the international coalition.

Even with the “Moscow Agreement” in place, nearlldaily bombardments by the
Assad regime, Russia, and Iran continued targeting opposition-held areas in
northwest Syria, particularly Idlib. Opposition factions’ responses were generally
limited to sniper fire, occasional strikes on military points near frontlines, or
small-scale “infiltration” operations.

According to the Syrian Network for Human Rights, at least 234,145 civilians had
been killed since March 2011, more than 202,000 of them by the forces of
Bashar al-Assad. Estimates place the number of forcibly disappeared or missing
persons in Syria between 200,000 and 300,000.

The 11 Days

The operation “Deterring the Aggression” was launched under the umbrella of a
so-called “Military Operations Management” body a coalition of several factions.
Its spearhead included HTS alongside the National Liberation Front (Jabhat
allTahrir), the Jaysh allllllzza, and other factions from the Syrian National Army.
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The battle began on the fronts of rural western Aleppo. Quickly, Assad’s forces,
affiliated militias, and Iranian groups collapsed. Towns and cities fell one after
another under the control of opposition elements wielding light and heavy
weapons, supplemented by domestically manufactured drones known as
“Shaheen.”

The forces pressed forward until they reached Damascus and on December 8,
they declared the fall of the Assad regime, which had fled to Russia.

Simultaneously, military factions from southern Syria joined the offensive, seizing
Daraa, Quneitra, and As-Suwayda, and marching toward Damascus. They
coordinated with HTS, led by its commander Abu Mohammad alllJulani, who
directed the operation from a command center alongside other military leaders.

Throughout the campaign, “Military Operations Management” issued statements
aimed at reassuring domestic and international audiences: they pledged no harm
to minorities or sectarian communities; affirmed Syria would not threaten any
state; and issued instructions to combatants on handling prisoners of war and
regime soldiers willing to defect promising safe passage to those who
surrendered.

The military campaign unfolded against a highly complex political landscape that
played a decisive role in shaping its timing and course. Over preceding years, the
Syrian political process had ceased to be exclusively Syrian. Syria had become a
theater for regional and international bargaining, its fate determined by the
interests of major powers.
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At the local level:

Under mounting European and American sanctions, the Assad regime endured
political stagnation. Its diplomatic relations had narrowed down to a limited
group of allies chiefly China, the UAE, and Abkhazia.

Meanwhile, the regime blocked any real progress toward political resolution in
Syria, dragging its feet with bureaucratic delays and stalling tactics despite some
diplomatic openings and renewed Arabllbacked efforts in 2023-2024 to
reintegrate the regime into the “Arab fold.”

One such path was the Jordanian Initiative (first proposed in 2021, revived in
2023), which offered phased incentives including sanction relief and
reconstruction aid in exchange for refugee returns, combating drugs, the
withdrawal or reduction of Iranian forces, political reforms, and ending systemic
repression. The regime failed to take any meaningful step.

Furthermore, the regime stalled on rapprochement with Turkey and refused to
advance in talks with the opposition under the Astana Process which had

conducted 22 rounds with guarantor states Russia, Iran, and Turkey, alongside
regime and opposition representatives and international observers since 2017.

Official opposition institutions, whether the National Coalition for Syrian
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces or the Syrian Interim Government, saw their



[ ]
A Year Since “Deterrence of Aggression®... Why the Moment of Assad’s Fall Became Possible? W
2026, March 26 9 i | @uly] (e

influence further decline amid endless negotiations, procrastination, and a
growing sense of betrayal, disappointment, and despair among the Syrian
revolutionary street.

At the regional level:

Since October 2023, the region has been shaken by the AllAgsa Flood operation
in Gaza and escalating war in Lebanon events that placed the Assad regime in a
critical test over how to respond to the Gaza conflict and Israel’s war in Lebanon,
given Syria’s proximity to Palestine and Lebanon and its integration within the so-
called “Axis of Resistance.”

Despite this alliance, the regime’s response never went beyond political
posturing. It avoided real confrontation or intervention, even though the regime
maintained close ties with Hezbollah which had fought alongside it in Aleppo,
Latakia, Daraa, Rif Dimashq, Homs, and Hama, committing atrocities against
civilians.

At the same time, Israel targeted Iranian advisors and sites inside Syria.
Warnings were issued to Assad about allowing Syrian territory to be used for
attacks against Israel. Hezbollah’s influence waned significantly, and several top
commanders were killed weakening Iran’s leverage in Syria.

During this period, sighs emerged of a broader Israeli-Iranian confrontation
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playing out on Syrian soil. Syria’s land, air, and sea corridors linking Tehran with
Syria and Lebanon became increasingly vulnerable. Israeli strikes also targeted
the Iranian embassy in Damascus and eliminated influential Iranian figures on
Syrian territory.

According to foreignllbacked assessments, Iran in 2024 was likely unable to
effectively intervene to save the Assad regime, particularly given the dire state of
its regional standing. Even if it attempted intervention, it would lack the reach
and effectiveness that characterized its role in 2015 or 2020.

Meanwhile, an Americanlbrokered ceasellfire between Israel and Hezbollah,
enacted on November 27, 2024, set in motion the environment that allowed
“Deterring the Aggression” to begin in northern Syria.

Within that same regional framework, Turkey once a staunch backer of the Syrian
revolution had spent the two years leading up to the battle attempting to open
political dialogue with the regime in hopes of achieving a resolution. Assad, for
his part, repeatedly rejected such overtures, conditioning any negotiation on full
Turkish withdrawal from northern Syria first.

The dynamics between the two parties followed a pattern of push and pull.
Turkey, Russia, and the regime initially engaged; Iran joined later. Talks even
broached a potential meeting between Erdollan and Assad.

The regime remained adamant: Turkish forces must withdraw entirely before
advancing any political process. Turkey, however, linked the withdrawal to
broader political reforms a new constitution, elections, and a representative
government reflecting all Syrian communities.

On the international stage:

Since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine in February 2022, attention turned to its
repercussions for Syria especially for Russia, Assad’s principal backer. Moscow’s
influence began to erode as it scaled down its military engagement, becoming
preoccupied with the war in Ukraine.
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Since Russia’s 2015 intervention in Syria when it heavily tipped the balance in
favor of the regime its aerial and ground operations had been central to the
regime’s survival.

Though Russia’s air force carried out limited strikes during “Deterring the
Aggression,” its involvement in 2024 was far more restrained than in earlier
years when it decisively shaped Syria’s dynamics. After rebel factions reached
the city of Homs, negotiations reportedly mediated by Assad alllShaybani, the
thenlforeign minister of the opposition command led to the withdrawal of
Russian forces from combat operations.

Talks were held at the border crossing at Bab alllHawa and effectively removed
Russia from the front lines, changing the course of the confrontation on the
ground.

At the same time, the battle coincided with the ascent of Donald Trump to the
U.S. presidency a development many anticipated would bring major shifts to the
region, given America’s key role in Syria through sanctions, military bases in the
east, and ties with Turkey and Israel.

There was also international pressure linked to the fate of missing American
journalist Austin Tice, reportedly detained by the regime.

This American leverage in the Syrian file reportedly pushed Assad, just before
Damascus was encircled, to present two covert proposals to Washington aimed
at retaining power or securing safe exit from Syria.

The first proposal was relayed via the UAE to the U.S. administration: Damascus
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offered to cut ties with Iranian-backed armed groups especially Hezbollah in
exchange for Western intervention to stop the conflict.

The second proposal came through sending the head of the Syriac Orthodox
Church, Ignatius Aphrem II, to meet Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban,
urging him to convey fears about an existential threat to the Christian minority
should Islamic rebel forces win with the hope that Orban would raise this
concern with Trump.

In the end, it was military force that directly brought down the Assad regime. But
the political conditions provided a conducive environment offering the timing and
space for “Deterring the Aggression” to unfold. The operation ended five decades
of Assad family rule, dating back to the 1970 coup, when Hafez al-Assad seized
power and built a repressive, security-dominated state apparatus.
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