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ISIS and the Sttagic Vacuum The Dilemma of Role DistributienThe Ragga Model

Executive Summary

1 The Ragga operatioclosely mirrors the Mosul operation both politically and militarily.
Politically, it waslaunchecamiddisagreements and a lack of claatyoutwhich local and
international forces would participate andwho would govern the city post liberation
Militarily, I1SIS used the same strategy it used in Mosul aiming to exhaust the attacking
forces with the use of improvised explosive devices instead of direct coit&also
retreated from positions near the borderRafigaand took more fortified positions inside
neighborhoods with narrow streets in an attempt to change the battle into an urban combat
nature.

1 The battle uncovered critical weaknesses in the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDtS) and
ability to fight alone.The SDFrequired heavy cover fire froi@oalition forces as well as
direct involvement of American and French foragkich deployegbaratroopers in the area
andchange the course of the battle by taking control of the Euphrates Dam and Tabqga
Military Airport.

1 The tense political environment and theieas interestsof regional and international
playerswill significantly impact the battle for Ragga and future battles against ISIS in
Syria.

91 This paper projects four scenariabouthow the Raqq@aperationand future operations
could play out.

o Firstt he United States6 &BGdomimatedkcSDF fdreep @&n d e nc
its sole partnerwhich will exacerbatéensions with Turkey

0 Second, a new agreement or arrangement between Turkey and the U.S

o Third, a new arrangement between Russiathad).S. inRagga similar to what
took place in Manbij?

o Fourth the latest Astana agreemewhich could set the groundwork for the U.S.
to open the way for all Astana parties to participate in the Ragqga battle

1 The most important contribution of the U.S. in Sywias undermining thé&postAleppo
status qudi? established by Russia in an attempt to create an environment more consistent
with an American policy that is more involved in the Middle East, especially in Syria.

@ Front lines defenses were shoredatiphe eastern edge of Operation Euphrates Shield territory with regime, Russian, and US forces creating
a buffer preventing any further Turkish backed offensive.
@ See above.
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Introduction

On May 18 2016 the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), of which phedominately Kurdish
Peopl eds Pr(éPGerdYD) form the)maintfighting force, launched an operation

with a few American and French Special Forces and International Coalition air support to take
Raqgga from ISIS control. According to the SDF, the battldedon May 31, 2016due to

fierce resistance by ISIS fighters and the widespread use of mines in the rural areas surrounding
Raqgga. At that timegthe battle for Manbij was announcelhe SDF seied controlof Manbij

on August 12, 2016&iter which the battle for Ragga was relaunchadts first three phases

the battle for Raggachievedits desired goals: cutting ofSupply routes andines of
communication betweel$IS6 s | r aq i and Syrian branches, 1is
finally preparing for the offensive attaock besiege®aqqa, which is the fourth and final phase

of the current operation.

The Raqqa operationlosely mirrors the Mosul operation both politically and militarily.
Politically, it was launchedmid disagreements and a lack of claaboutwhich local and
international forceswill participate andwho will govern the city post liberation Militarily,

ISIS ud the same strategy it used in Mosul aiming to exhaust the attacking forces with the
use of improvised explosive devices instead of direct con@i&also retreated from positions

near the borders &taggaand took more fortified positions inside neigiboods with narrow
streets in an attempt to change the battle into an urban combat nature. Furthermore, the battle
uncovered critical weaknessesthie S D F abdity to carryout the fight alone.The SDF
required heavy air support fro@oalition forces as well as direct involvement of American

and French forcesvhich deployegbaratroopers in the araadchangeé the course of the battle

by taking control of the Euphrates Dam and Tabga Military Airport.

This paper analyzes the various political contexts surrounding the battle for Raggaand
breaks down the interests of the local and international actors involved-urthermore,
this paper projects scenariosabout the governance of Raqqga posliberation, which is
expected to hae a significant impact on a political settlement and the future Syrian state.

Political Climate Preceding the Battle

The U.S-led International Coalition decided to launch the battle for Ragga depending solely
on the SDF. Other groups that had previolmgn excluded from operations in Sgriantil

nowd rejectedthe@al i t i o n Bovevdresinilasto thenway tHdS ledinternational
coalitioninitiatedthe operation in Mosutheir decisionreflected two thingsl)theCo al i t i on 6 s
need to open battle front in Syria in support of the Mosul operaticarsd 2)thedesire for the
operatiorto focus on fighting ISIS withowtllowingany participating partio exploitthe battle

for its own interests. Therefore, it seems that Amérishoice of the PG as the maifighting

force of the SDF in Syria se@d Americaninterests particularly by enabling Kurdish forces

to participateandcreatedmore obstacles for Turkey and Russia, whose participation in the
battle remains a sore point. The battle fagRa is yet to begjtut the circumstanceas they

are force Turkey and Russia to align their interestere closely with Ameridga g1 the fight
against ISIS if they want to participate in the figtegnd inshaping the future Syrian state.
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Interestingly, the dilemma of choosing partners and distributing le®redifficult for the
U.S.in the battle for Ragqa thainwasin the battle for Mosul due to a number of political and

military factors that make Syria differefnom Iraq.

A. Milita ry Factors

The battle for Raqqga will be one of the toughfesithe International Coalition because ISIS
has lost significanterritory in Iraq and thus willput more effort into maintaining the major
citiesit still controkin Syria such afRaqga. Furtarmore, th&s DF 6 s
the operation to surround Raqga revealedtti@group is1ot capable of carryingutthe fight

Sy & umbers,
with somesourcesstimaing around 30,000 fighter€ven if weaccepthis inflated estimate,
30,000 fightergs significantly smalker thanthe forceof 120,000that is participating in the
battle for Mosulwhich is yet to be complete@onsidering these factqiis is questionable as

against ISIS in Syria oits own. This is especially concerning dud tt e

to how a 30,00{person force could take on ISIS in Syria.

Major SDF Battles with ISIS 2016- 2017
Measure of Level of Participation from 1i 10

r ol phasesof t he

Houland, 531 5014 Al | south Eas 0226/2016| 22.20%| 8 | 77.80% I nt o Air Significant

Shaddad Hassakd

Manbij |5601/2014 Aleppo | North Eas{ 08/.2/2016| 30.00%| 6 |70.00% I nt o Air - Experts| . Y&
City Significant
Ragga . o o A o Very
City 1105/2014 Ragga| South On-going | 35.00%| 10 |65.00% I nt 6 Air - Ground Significant

Table No. 1 Source: Monitoring Unit at Omran Center for Strategic Studies

B. Political Factors

Regional and international political interests are more alignesglyria than they are in Iraq;
however,participation oflocal actors is much lega Syriathan in Iraq.Additionally, the
governmenbf Iraq maintainsa national military,nternational legimacy, and a reasonable
level of national sovereigntp a much greater extent thédre Assaded governmenin Syria
Furthermore, the Kurdistan Regional Governmieritaqgis a successful political project that
poses little threat to other Iraqgi forc8he PYD in Syria, howeveis a militia that has its own
political projectand thus poses a threBtrthermorethe number of international and regional
actors in Irags far fewer thanthatin Syria In Iraq, competitionbetween international and
regional actorsis limited to the framework of a crisis between Turkey and, leard the
RussiarAmerican row is almost nonexistefiowever these complications aamplified in
Syria

f
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The factors described above and the variousterestsof regional and international actors
will significantly impact the battle for Ragga and future battles againstISIS in Syria.
This was clearly reflected in the reactions of various players to the announcement of the
battle for Ragga as describedelow.

1. Turkey - Drawing the line at National Security

For Turkey, the YPG participation in the battle for Raqqa is a red line for its national security.
For this reasonT u r k gresidest and other officials responded strongly to the announcement
of the start oftie battle, at one point threatening to close Incirlik Air Base, especially if the
International Coalitionwere toinsist that the SDFof which the YPG malsup the bulk of the
forces leads the battlé® There was also a negative atmosphere left behind due tbh$hand

the Coalitiondés | ack of support for Turkeyos
on opposition forcesoordinated with Russiandreceivedminimal assistancgom the U.S
These events revealed Turkeyods ability to |

opposition forces without coordinating with theS. or the Coalition. Instead, Turkey could
coordinate with Russia to prevent the SDF from expanding and takingnuwrer Syrian
territory. This is more likely due to statements made by Ankara that indicate its willingness to
start new operains in Syria to liberate Raqd&.

Turkey also announced that it was supporting forces knowme&sastern Shieldnade up of

groups from eastern Syria currently operating in northern rural Algppou r k ey 6 s desi r
act alone wasxpectedafter Washington ignored the Turkish propo$aésdaftera March 7

meeting in Antalya, Turkeyabout who would participate in the battte Raqqga produced no

results. So faWashingto® s p oos YPG padicipationin the battle for Ragga has proven

to be a strong test for its relations with Ankaviany Turkish officials have stated clearly that
Washingt ono6s iYPGipsticipation en the mattlé Wilkopardizerelations

between the two countriés.

2. Russia- Stuck in the Middle

Russia views 5. involvement in the fight against ISIS and the increased number of American
troops in Syria as a threat to its political prewand its control of the military situation on the
ground. This was especially the case during the Obama administration. In fact, launching the
battle for Ragga without coordinating with Mosca®upled with theJ.S & refusal to allow
regimeforcesor Iranianbacked militiasto participat, which meant Moscow would not be
included either. This led Russian officials to make a number of statements demanding to
participate in the operations. Moscow indicated its desire to coordinate with the SDF and the
International Coalition in the fight to take Ragga, even after the American strikes on the Sheirat
Airbase andafter Russia annoureadl its cancellation of military cooperation with theS. in

Syria. The Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavs®nt conciliatory messages to the
Americansregardingthe battle for Ragga hoping to unite efforts between Russia and the

® FabrinceBalance, The Battle for @ab Is Bringing U.STurkish Tensions to a Head, The Washington Institute, 2@1¥://g00.gl/Q5zGrg

@ Turkey announces the end of Operation Euphrates Shield, Arabic, Aljazeehdtet/goo.gl/JvGtgT

®fEastern Shield Armyo, A new formation t o fhips:/égootghy4ézéWx power s i n Syr
®Tur keyds plSaynrsi atéos |Rabgegraa,t diitpst//goe.glicnNXv, Ar abi c,

(™ American, Russian, Turkish coordination in Syria, Arabic, Aljazeerahtigts://goo.gl/O7cAC6



https://goo.gl/Q5zGrg
https://goo.gl/JvGtqT
https://goo.gl/y4zVWx
https://goo.gl/cmJr9X
https://goo.gl/O7cAC6

ISIS and the Sttagic Vacuum The Dilemma of Role DistributienThe Ragga Model

International Coalition in fighting terrorism in Syff& The U.S.continues to reject Russian
attempts to legitimize the Assad neg in the battle of Raqqalnstead, America has
conditioned any Russian role in Ragga on reaching an understanding about a political solution
in Syria that addresses Basharal Aésad f ut ur e Untilmdwghisiremair$s g difficalt

task to achies.

Russia is dealing with this American predicament surrounding the battle for Ragga and must
make a decision on who its allies will be. There are possibly two options: either give up its
alliance with Iran and Assad and move closer to the U.S. or centiith its Assad/Iran

alliance. If Russia chooses the second optiwen it will lose any opportunity to be a partner

in any internationally endorsed solutidnsteagd Russia willbe considered part of the problem.

At the same timeMoscow is trying its bst to create a third optidoy playing on the
disagreemenbetween Turkey and the U.8gardingthe role of the Kurigh militia in the

battle for Ragga. This Russian plan may be the one that appeals to all parties, similar to what
happened in Manhif’ The plan aims to encourage the U.S. to coordinate with Russia in the
battle for Ragga bwllowing Assad regime force® beincluded in the operations As s ad 6 s
forces will enter into certain aredsrming a buffer betweernhe SDF and Turkistbacked
forceswith American and Russian oversight. This plan does not require undoing any existing
agreements made after the fall of Aleppo, especially between Russia and Turkey. Turkey is not
compl etely disturbed by the r emcethed@asement | i t ar
of regime forces effectivelgeparateshe Kurdish cantorgs Qamishli, Ain al Arab, Kobani

(east of the Euphrates Riyeand Afrin (west of the rivex. This is exactly what Ankara
wants'® This would also ensure that TurkishS. relatbns are not negatively impacted due

to the less problematic Kurdish issue, if such a plan suc€éeds.

3. Iran - Weary of All Parties

Iran rejected the new American presence in Syria. Iran also denied reports that the American
incursion into Syria occurred bad on an agreement between the @@aComing from Al
Larijani,chai r man of the Parliament of Il ran, this
being excluded from the fight against terror but also a wholesale change in policy against the
country, specially by the Trump administration. Trump considers Iran to be the main sponsor

of terrorism in the region and considers its official forces and the militias it supports to be in

the same camp as the terror groups in Syria. These are critical stchi@tpages facing Iran

that could change its future role in the region. Iran will specifically find it difficult to manage

issues wherdts interests are in competition with the policies of the new American
administratio® in Irag where Baghdad is cozying up to Washington on the back of the Mosul

® Moscow offers coordination with America in Syria, Al Hayitps://goo.gl/mDCKb1
© Front lines defenses were shored up at the eastern edge of Operation Euphrates Shield territory with regime, Rusdiantesncehifhg
a buffer preventing any further Turkish backed offensive.

Wsafinaz Muhammad Ahmad, AManbi j and Raqgga..Internati oAMAhtamand regi o
for Strategic Studiesttps://goo.gl/PyVtoS
@1 brahim Humei di, Moscowbés surprise between Manbij and al Bab:

https://goo.gl/VnGkKn
@2 Larijani: US intervention in Syria is not in its favor .. The presence of the Marines was not in coordination with Tehran .. Wenddono
achieve special interests in Syria, Rai Al Youps://goo.gl/PRkOSA
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operationscoupled with the increased American presence in Iraq and, 8§reae America
has deployed Marines in tiNorth 3

Iran is also skeptical dRussi® segional activitiessuch asts closer relations witiurkey.
Furthermore, Iran is concerned Byrkey sending military forces into northern Syria, which
weakens |l rands abi ltroublgdbyRossi®#&x pwinldl. i ngraeas s st @ |
and its militias in an AericanRussian deal that would proteRtu s s interests. This is

especially true after Israel stepped in to pressure both Moscow and Washington to put an end

to the presence of Iranidyacked militias in Syria.

4. Syrian Democratic Forceg(SDF) - Avoiding the Cracks

The PYD is taking advantage of Amei@cgredicamenin choosingts best alliedy presenting

itself as a lesser of two evils féhe U.S The YPG is also trying to show flexibility by

complying withAmerican demandsuch asncluding as manyrab fighters as possible in the

fight for Ragga and announcing that Ragga will be administered by a local conmpitising

residents of Raqgahiles t i | | a part of OothhhecDamagr ,atoi cSaN
current cechair of the PYD!¥ Forits part heYPGand it s af fhadeshawned mi |
success in the battle of Ragbair ability to play politics with major regional and international
actorswhile avoidingincreased tensions between the US and Tudewell as Russia and the

U.S.For now, theYPG separatist project depends on agreements made by major playets

what took place in Manbij is the strongest indication of what is possible.

As for its position towards Ankara, the SDF released increasingly stern statements about
Turkish participation in the battle for Raqdahastried to forceits position on the U.SOn

one occasionTalal Sellg SDF spokespersqrclaimed that he informed the U.S. that it was
unacceptableor Turkey to have any role in the operation to retake R&gda.response, the

US-l ed 1 nt er nat spokespersodcha ®drriartfailed to éngke clear whether
Turkey would participate. | wasstilldanddiscubsdons ugge s
both military and diplomatic levels. He added that@oalition was open to Tudy playing a

role in the liberation of Ragga atithttalks would continue until a logical plan wascled ¢

I n response to the SDFO0s statementagainflomd Amer
threatening rhetoric to real movements on the ground similar to what took place in Manbij.
There are serious reports about a possible Turkish military operatiorstatiee Kurds in

northern Syria. Reports show that Turkey has sent significant military assets to the border area.

In addition the TurkishAir Force has been striking PKR positions in Syria. Under these
circumstances, American troops in northern Syiaae become monitors to ensure limited

military exchanges betweeYiPG and Turkish troops in northern Syria. For this purpose
American troops were deployed to the Turk&rian border to make sure the two side not

engage. However, this does not netease a favorable stance from tieS.towards the Kurds.

The Trump administration is still,wkeidhiadyi ng
@9 bid, 7.
@9 bid, 8.
@9 "Marines" in Syria to accelerate the battle of Ragga ... and "reassure" Turkey, Al itpgt/goo.gl/lUELPQg
19 |bid, 12.

(7 PKK is the Kurdistan Workers Party
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believeswas full of shortcomings, especiailyth respectte i del i ni ng Tur keyos
What we can & sure of regarding American policy on Raqqa isttelJ.S.is convinced that

the Kurds must leave Raqgga as soon as they clear the city of ISIS fidnegstevious U.S.
Secretary of Defense Ash Carter, who indicated that the Kurds knew that they woealtbh

hand the city over to Arab forces as soon as they took over, confirmed this

Even Samantha Power, former UaBibassador to thenited Nationsinsisted that starting
any operation in Raqqga without Turkey would hurt the relationship between tleiwties
and would put Washington in an embarrassing situation for supporting a group that has
conducedterror attacks against a NATO afky

The Start of the Battle and the Military Situation

Amid this politically charged environmernihe SDF announa®the start oits operation to take

Ragga under t he name ltsiplirwad thisolaté the chyestaring foomr at e s
the southern rural areas of Ain Issa with heavy air support from theldd.Siternational

coalition. On November 14, 201the SDFannounced the end of phakef their operation

after taking 500 square kilometers of territory from ISIS.

Number of IC Airstrikes on Raqga Province during Phase | of Opreation Wrath
of the Euhprates

120

? 100

= 80

o

z 60

%5 40

** 20

0 [} I I u L | L [ | i - . u I
05-Nov 06-Nov 07-Nov 08-Nov 09-Nov 10-Nov 11-Nov 12-Nov 13-Nov 14-Nov S?t#riifes

Ain Issa 1 7 16 15 7 13 11 10 3 6 89
Ragga 0 1 0 0 2 3 1 0 2 0 9
# of Strikes 1 8 16 15 9 16 12 10 5 6 98

Chart (2)

From its start, the operation focused on the rural areas south of Aiwlssh are easy to take
unlike residential areas. However, the situation was not so simple since ISIS depended on
improvised explosive devicd#EDs), which wereplanted randomly around Ain Issa causing
serious damage tbe SDF. The presence of IEDs wése main reason for the hea@galition

strike on areas where there werel8ts forces present.

The second phasef Operation Wrath of the Euphrates started on December 10,6169

to take control of Raqqads western rural are
significant development in this phase of the battest he SDFO0sSs announcement
joining the operation:

1. The Elite Forces of the Syrian feu¢ Movement led by Ahmad Al Jarba after his deal
with Movement for a Democratic Society (THYEM).

19 After abandoning Obama's plariTrump is looking for his way to Raqga, Russia Today Ardtitps://goo.gl/jvyX8p



https://goo.gl/jvyX8p

ISIS and the Sttagic Vacuum The Dilemma of Role DistributienThe Ragga Model

2. The Military Council of Deir Ezzor
3. Some Arab tribes from the atea

In the announcement came a confirmatignJihan Sheikh Ahmeda spokespersofor the
Wrath of the Euphrates Operation, of successful coordination with the Coalition in the previous
phase and the expectation of continued coordination.

The second phase of the operation lasted until January 16, @iy which 2480 square
kilometers werdgaken over from ISIS, as well as important places such as the historic Qalet

Jaber.
Number of IC Airstrikes on Ragga Province during Phase Il of Opreation
Wrath of the Euphrates

700
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10-Dec Jan WK1 Jan Wk2 # of Airstrikes
®mRagga 120 77 92 289
®Ain Issa 40 13 6 59
# of Airstrikes 313 167 180 660
Chart (3)

On February 4, 201The SDF announced the starttloé third phaseof Operation Euphrates
Shield. This phase of the operation aimed to cut off lines of communication between Ragqga
and Deir Ezzor and to make significant advances fronNtdréh and thaVestonl S | sl s
declareccapital.

Number of IC Airstrikes on Ragga Province during Phase Il of Opreation
Wrath of the Euphrates

800
" 700
o 600
% 500
= 400
% 300
vy 200
I I 100
0
Jan 16-31 Feb Mar 1-20 # of Airstrikes
uRagqa 161 375 154 690
®mAiIn Issa 6 3 0 9
# of Airstrikes 167 378 154 699
Chart (4)

In mid-March 2017, Coalition airstrikes intensified on Tabga and the surrounding areas
reaching 125 strikes betwedfarch 17 and 260n March 25, an offensive was launched to
seize control of the 4 kdong Euphrates Dam in Tabga. ®tarch26, the dam wastruck by
Coalition airstrikes making it neoperational.
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Despite the heav@oalition airstrikes, the YPG and its allies were unable to take the dam due
to the large number of IEDs planted by ISIS. Accordindietd interviews conducted by
Omran CenterAmerican troops landed in western rural Tabga as-¥dGorces crossed the
Euphrates River. An attack ensued on the Tabga Military Airport fronSolgh without

striking the cityitself.

On the evening of March 26, the YPG announced control over th&rgiairport and
immediately afted with oversight by American and French trodphe YPG started
operations to take control of the rural parts of the city. By-Apdl, the city was besieged and
operations began to take the city with a significant upticRoalition airstrikes. Airstrikes on
Tabga city during the month of April 2017 reached 215 strikedking Tabg#he most targeted
city by the Coalition during that month, as shown below

IC Airstrikes on Tabga and Raqga during April 2017

400
350
300

3
_E 250
_;‘i_:’ 200
5 150
ETS 100
| I | I | 1 I 20
WK1 Wk2 Wk3 WK4 # of Airstrikes
Tabga 39 49 44 83 215
Raqga 21 32 42 52 147
# of Airstikes 60 81 86 135 362

Chart (5)

Forces involved in the Tabga offensiveThe Americans headed up the landing south of the
EuphratesFrench troops were present at Jabar on the other side of tharrdsere able to
secure boat crossings for the YPG to the other. §idalition forces wanted to take Tabga
Military Airport to makeit a base for future operations and eventuththe complete siege
of Tabga. As for the YPGQts role was limited to protecting the backs of the Coalition forces
and thermovingin whenthe alition leaves.
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On April 13,the SDF announcethe fourth phaseof Operation Wrath of thEBuphrates that
aimed to take what remained of northern rural Ragga and Jallab Vatlegrding toa
statement released by the Wrath of the Euphrates operation$foom.

Even though the SDF announced the fourth phase of Operation Wrath of the Euphrates, and
previous phases achieved their stated gatalgasnot able to take full control of Tabga city

®@The fourth phase of fAWrath of the Euph htips/meogldTHEISYi ng to reach Ragq
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Omran for Strategic Studies
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until May 4, 2017. Furthermore, thably happered after making a deal with ISIS to let its
fighters and their family members leave towards Deir E#20or.

Costs of the Battle (Infrastructure and Civilians):

Coalition strikes in September 2016 destroyedrémaining bridges that crossed the Euphrates
River between the Iraqgi border aeastern Raqga. Additional raids destroyed the city's bridges
on February 3, 2017. The Euphrates Dam was also darhagadsef the clashes and now
with a damaged control oo and the introduction of melting snothe dam's status is
guestionablewith the water leveincreasinglO meters since the beginning of the year.

The dam is now nepperational due to clashes between Kurdish fighters and déSiled
with Coalition drikes Thishas caused major concemscausefithe dam breaks, the water
could submerge more than one third of Syria and large parts ofdesping Ramadi.

Almost all of the hospitals in rural Ragga are out of servidee only hospitatemainingis
operating at one fourth of its capacity even though there are approximately 200,000 civilians
living there®®?

On March 21, 2017, more than 200 civilians were killed and wounded in a Coalition strike on
a school inhabited by displaced persons in the twi#ansoura in rural Raqd%®

Again, on March 22, 201,Coalition strikes committed another attack in Tglhgzst of Ragga
targeting a bakery in a busy market killing at least 25 civilians and injuring more than 40
others?® On April 22, 2017, anotheiivie civilians were killed and tens were injured in a
Coalition airstrike on Tabga.

In a mistaken strike by Coalition forces8 SDF fighters were killed south of Tabga. The
coalition released a statement explaining that the strike was condbasted on a request from

one of its partners and the target was identified as an ISIS fighting position. The statement
explained that the target was actually a front position of the @DF.

Battle Scenarios

Even though the SDFis dominating the headlinesand appearss as the ideal force to
liberate Ragga, a number of factors indicate that there is more than one plausible
scenario for the liberation of Raqga. The issue is not determined solely by the force that
will do the bulk of the fighting but also,who will administer the city after it is retaken,
who will go after ISIS forces fleeing the city, and who will attack the last ISIS stronghold
in Deir Ezzor, Syria.

The factors influencing the drawing up of possible battle scenarios are as follows:

1 The SDF is unable to carryout the fight alone evidenced by the need for direct
participation from Coalition ground forcescritical positionsand the increased number

@9 Daesh withdraws from Tabga under agreement with SDF, The New #{tpb.//goo.gl/3cZcD3

@) Raqqa, Between Coalition massacres and preparing for what is after Daesh, EnathtBadattioo.gl/OiQTJO
@2 A new massacre by the international coalition in Mansoura in rural Ragga, Zaman Atigesl/goo.gl/6VUbGZ
@3 The international coalition commits a nsasre in Tabga, Raqqa Pdstps://goo.gl/pp2wLv

@9 bid, 16.
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of American troops in Syria. Furthermore, the SltdSbeen ineffectivan identifying
enemy poiions resulting inalarge number of civilian deaths and even the deaths of 18
of its own fighters.

T Raggads geographical positioning is quite
the northeast and Deir Ezzor to the southichisopentolraljs sout heast . To
Raqqga is open to Hama and Hgoraedto the rorth, Raqga is open tdurkey. This
requires a complicated coordination effort between local and international thetes
must participate to make any final offensive effective.

9 Therei s an ongoing struggle over 1 SIS6 | egac
cover a significant geographic area. This issue is directly linked to the shaping of a
political solution inSyria, whichhas put the battle of Raqga under the pressures of
conflicting interests of local, regionalnd international actors involved in Syria.

9 The Trump administration found itself in a predicament when it realized that the
Obama administration’s Raqga plan depended too heavily on arming and
supporting Kurdish forces. On the contrarythe Trump administratioadopted golicy
of improving ties with Turkey and working closely with Russia to reach a political
settlement to the Syrian crisis.

Given these factorsijt is possible to project the following four scenarios for the battle of
Raqga:

First Scenario

The U.S. wouldcontinue to exclusively depend othe YPG and make serious attempts to
take advantage of th&rab forces that are currently an inactive parttbe SDF.This would
balance out the influence of the PYD in the SDF. After Raglijagsated,it would be handed

to a local council that represents the local population, as is being planned for now. This scenario
seems more likely if we look at the incs@i@g number of American troops in Syria. There are
also 1,000 American Special Forces deployed in Kuwait on standby ready to be called in to
support operations in Syria or Irag. President Trump has also given the arawtbetyto
determineappropriatetroop levels in both Iraq and Syf&. In this scenaripthe U.S. would

be able to conduct a successful operation to take Raqgga but with a significant footprint
including direct combat and an extengetiod Moreover the political issuesvould remain
unresolved, especially witlespect tad'urkey. These unresolved political issgesld heighten
tensions between Turkey and the Wafer the battle for Raqqga, especially since Turkey insists
that the SDFefrain fromtakingcontrol of any other territorgndthat current SDfeontrolled
territory be disconnectedncreased tensions with the U.S. may lead to a solution in this
scenario that is something similar to what happened in M&Atoscow is hoping that it can

take advantage of Turkisiimerican t&sions in order to push the participation of regime forces

as a legitimate option.

@9 Trump gives the Pentagon the power to determine troop levels in Iraq and Syria, Répter&100.9l/7Er900
@9 Front lines defenses were shored up at the eastern edge of Operation Euphrates Shield territory with regime, Rusdizcearutdasng a
buffer preventing any further Turkish backed offensive.



https://goo.gl/7Er9oO

ISIS and the Sttagic Vacuum The Dilemma of Role DistributienThe Ragga Model

Second Scenario

The U.S. and Turkey would increase their coordination in Syriawhile pushing the PYD
forcesfartheraway. This would happen according to one of two Turglahs The first is that
Turkish forces enter Syria towards Raqqga from Tal Abyad and the SDF opeksac@&ridor

for them. This would mean the PYD loses control of Tal Abyad and cuts off unobstructed
access between Qamishli and Ain Arab (Kobani), wischnlikely. The other option is for
Turkish forces to enter from Al Balwhich would mean either attacking regime forces or
coordinating with them to secure a corridor access to Raqqga. It is unclear until now if the Trump
administration is willing to comptely give up its coordination witthe SDF.In addition the
option of having Turkistbacked Arab forces fighting alongside the SDF is unlikely since both
Turkey and the SDF reject such a proposal. Turkey wilpadicipatein the battle if the other
party includes PYD forces.

Third Scenario

The Americans and Russians would reach an agreement on the framework of a solution in
Syria. This would include neutralizing Turkey and enabling the participation of regime

forces alongside the YPG. This scenario wuld be welcomed by the regime. This scenario

could become more likelgecause@ f t he regi meds advances i n e:
the administrative border of Raqqga Province (IthrEpanaser). The regime has also
reinforced its presence in Ithraga the way to Tabqas well as in Palmyra, which is a critical

position on the road between Palmyra and Ragga. The regime has also been making attempts
to increase its control of more positions in
in reent days?”? The regime also controls critical positions in Deir Ezzor, especially in the
western rural areas congruent with Ragqga Province. This includes the Deir Ezzor Military
Airport in the eastern part of the provineéhich extends to the Iragi bondé hus, the regime

puts the Coalition in a position where it has no choice but to coordinate with regime forces
either in the battle for Ragqga or in future operations.

Fourth Scenario

The results of the last Astana meeting to create fowod#icted ones could be a premise for

a fourth scenario in which the U.S. is more open to the participation of all interested parties
from Astana in the battle for Ragga and what comes after. This would include roles for the
SDF, regime forces, and opposition forbesked by Turkey. American and Russian oversight
would ensure effective implementation of the participating forces and prevent any infighting
among them. The deonfliction zones proposal is the strongest evidehatsuch a scenario

may be carried outThe deconfliction zones would essentially mean a truce between regime
and opposition forces with wetlefined borders in orddor the partiego focus their efforts

more closely on fighting ISISTurkey and Russiaesponéd positively to the last Astan
meeting,which followed a meeting between the presidents of Turkey and Rumstigting

thatt her e are some preexisting agreements abou:

@ Lions of the East: The regime advances in rural eastern Sweida, MicrdSy//goo.gl/zB8clV
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Furthermore, the American approval of theatafliction zones indiates a possible threeay
understanding about the battle for Raqgqga. An
|l ines of communication with the U.S. regard
This was surprising given the deadly strik@she Sheirat air base. Further clarification on this
possible threevay understanding on the battle for Ragga is expected following the meeting
betweenU.S. PresidenDonald Trump andlTurkish PresidenRecep Tsyip Erdogan in
WashingtonD.C. on [insertdate].
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Conclusion

The presence of American forces in Syria joining the fight against ISIS is a significant change
in the Syrian arenanaking the situation more complicated and the interests of the various
parties more contradictory. In the meantime, the U.S. continues to take advantage of these
contradictory interests. Therefore, the most important contribution of the American eatry int
Syria was undermining the peateppo status quo established by Russia in an attempt to create

a new climate that is more consistent with an American policy that is more involved in the
Middle East. These new understandings are still unclear and wilerempletely understood

until after the defeat of ISIS. The battle for Ragga and what comes after are the apex of these
understandings, especially the shape of a future Swaieegional and international actors will
decide.
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