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Syria’s civil war is entering a new 
phase, as the regime closes 

in on opposition-held areas. One 
region, Idlib, could be where the 
opposition makes its last stand. 

Some 3 million people – roughly half of them native 
residents and the other half displaced within the region 
or from other Syrian war zones – are stuck in Idlib and 
adjacent areas along with rebel fighters. A showdown 
will almost certainly cause a humanitarian catastrophe. 

Hundreds of thousands could flee in 
desperation to Turkish-held areas farther 
north or all the way to the Turkish border.



Before 2011, when the 
Syrian civil war broke 

out, Idlib was the “forgotten 
province”, a place young people 
wanted to leave. Today, it’s 
a refuge for Syrians of all 
ages and places of origin – 
the prime destination for 
the country’s displaced. The 
war-weary arrivals have nearly 
doubled the population.

And now both the natives 
and the displaced wish they 
were forgotten: by the 
rebel groups that rule them 
and by the resurgent regime 
of President Bashar al-Assad. 
Having finished off most rebel 
enclaves, the regime is vowing 
to retake all the territory 
still outside its grasp.

The Syrian war has been brutal. 
Hundreds of thousands are dead, 
and some 12.2 million – over half the 
country’s population – have been 
uprooted from their homes. About 6.6 
million are displaced internally and 5.6 
million outside the country as refugees, 
according to United Nations records.
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Opposition Syrians say 
the regime destroys 
al-akhdar wa al-yabes. 

literally, “the green and the dried-out” 
– meaning, it scorches the earth. 
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Rebel groups also use indiscriminate violence on a smaller scale, 
with devastating results for civilians under their fire.
The rebels in Idlib have no answer for the regime’s military strength, 
particularly not its air power. If the regime attacks, they will lose ground, and 
the humanitarian disaster to follow could dwarf anything seen in Syria to date. 

Time and again, the regime engages in collective punishment, reducing 
entire districts to rubble because rebels are operating there. 
In fact, it’s a pillar of the regime’s military strategy. The regime 
regularly bombs residential neighbourhoods – even hospitals – and 
lays siege to rebel-held towns to compel their surrender. 
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In 2011, Idlib’s rural economy was in a tailspin – 
long droughts had wiped out whole crops and 

farmers couldn’t afford fuel after the regime 
got rid of subsidies. The slump drove many Idlibis 
to join the popular uprising against the regime. 

The uprising was peaceful, for the most part. But in 
Idlib, as in all restive regions of the country, the 
regime hit back at the protesters with an iron fist. 

Soon, the opposition armed itself, and rebel 
groups seized control of town after town. 
Bloodshed worsened. Regime forces escalated 
attacks on areas falling outside their control, 
and ascendant rebels shot or threatened 
those they perceived as actively supporting the 
regime’s crackdown. As outside powers intervened 
and the regime’s enforcement of conscription 
pushed more and more local men into its military, 
many Idlibis felt caught in the middle.

Hassan*, a government supporter 
who is now a refugee in Morocco, 
explains why he fled: 

“We were left with three 
options: defect to the rebels, 
fight for the regime or leave”. 

*in “Voices of Idlib” all faces have been changed, All names 
are pseudonyms, except Bashar al-Assad.

In the spring of 2015, northern rebels 
overran regime defences in Idlib, making 
it the first significant province to fall 
almost entirely under rebel control. It 
was a low point for the Assad regime – 
and probably a principal reason why Russia 
intervened in the war on the regime’s 
side. Ever since, Russian fighter jets 
have helped the regime turn the tide.

hassan



“We moved into basements because it was 
simply not possible to stay in our apartments. 
The regime spared no one and nothing”. 

“During the bombardment”, Maryam continues, “the 
regime opened ‘humanitarian corridors’ to encourage 
residents to cross into government-held territory”. 

“Some people left because they thought they 
had three options: die under bombardment, die 
later during the regime’s advance or take the 
risk of crossing through the corridor”.

“Many of those who left thought, ‘I haven’t done 
anything – no fighting, no civil activism. Why should I 
stay here and face certain death?’ Those who chose to 
stay in Ghouta, like me, were 100 per cent sure they 
had no chance of staying alive under the regime”. 
 

“We know people who had nothing to do with 
the uprising or the armed revolt. They went to 
the regime-held areas and were imprisoned. So 
imagine what would happen to an activist like me”.

In the fall of 2016, the regime started to claw back 
control of towns the rebels had captured. With Russian 

support, it steadily bombed (and in some cases starved) 
one rebel-held area after another into submission. 

Maryam is from the Damascus suburb of Eastern 
Ghouta. She describes the regime offensive there: 

“You can clench your teeth, resolve your status, and live 
in regime-held areas”, explains Mahmoud, from Wadi Barada, 
in the foothills of the mountain range separating Syria and 
Lebanon. “I know many people who did and are fine. But if 
your name winds up on the wrong list, you’re screwed”.

Even if cleared, men of military age can expect to 
be drafted into the army or auxiliary units, maybe 
to fight rebels at the remaining front lines.

Many opposition Syrians choose evacuation. Since  
August 2016, at least 15 of these surrender  
deals have brought thousands by bus to Idlib.

Maryam was in a caravan of 50 buses from 
Eastern Ghouta. She describes the trip:

“We passed through [pro-regime] villages on 
the coast. People gathered along the road to 
insult us with curses and obscene gestures. We were 
among the first to evacuate, so we just got the insults, 
but later we heard that the window of one bus was broken 
and someone injured. At a crossroads, we changed buses and 
entered Idlib. I call it the journey from hell to heaven”. 

In theory, all those wanted by the regime can choose to “resolve their status” and remain in their 
homes under a “general amnesty” if they submit to vetting by the secret police. But in practice 
that amnesty may or may not be real. The array of security agencies and militias acting in the 
regime’s name have a track record of arbitrary detention, torture and extrajudicial executions.

As the regime pushes rebel factions 
toward surrender, it offers them 
and beleaguered residents another 
choice: “reconciliation” or evacuation.

mahmoud
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Paradise Idlib is not. 

Some two thirds of the people now living here 
are in need of humanitarian assistance. Over half 
are children, and widows head many households. 

The inflow of displaced is near constant. 
Overcrowded camps and shelters dot the 
countryside and are larger at the turkish 
border. It is not uncommon to meet people who 
have fled the war three, four or even five times. 

Despite aid coming in from Turkey, food and 
medicine are in short supply. Aid operations just 
can’t keep up: to date, donors have met less 
than a third of the countrywide humanitarian 
assistance funding requirements for 2018. 

Trade (and smuggling) is the backbone of the 
local economy, outpacing agriculture and state 
employment. Some of the displaced have opened 
groceries, jewelry shops, carpentry workshops, 
money exchanges, import-export companies 
and other businesses. But for most people, 
especially the displaced, life is hard: most rely 
on handouts from humanitarian agencies and 
income from whatever odd jobs they can find.

Instead, rebel factions, the strongest of 
them jihadists, started to fight each other. 
At times, these factions are squabbling over 
turf; at others, they’re waging open warfare, 
with civilians caught in the crossfire. 

The rebels range from packs of local youth who 
fly a flag, to foreigners here to wage “holy war”. 
Some of the more hardline fighters intrude in daily 
life, insisting on conservative dress for women 
and gender segregation in schools. But many 
Idlib residents don’t care about the ideological 
distinctions among the syrian groups – for them, 
the armed youths are first and foremost their 
neighbours and cousins, even when they overstep.

Chief among the factions is hei’at tahrir al-sham, the 
latest rebranding of the nusra jihadist group that 
until recently was al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. 
The group was once underground, but now 
it openly sponsors a “Salvation Government” 
complete with an “Interior Ministry” for which 
its fighters serve as cops. Services are key 
to capturing local support – everyone in 

Idlib needs water for drinking, cooking and 
cleaning, as well as electricity for charging 

phones. “Al-Hei’a”, as Syrians call it, charges fees 
for these services, and collects taxes, to which 
they add road tolls and real estate revenues.

And then there is the war and the 
forces it has empowered.

In early 2018, the idlib enclave appeared on 
the verge of collapse. Regime forces were 
bearing down from the south and east. Then 
in February an agreement between Russia and 
Turkey allowed the deployment of Turkish “de-
escalation monitors” to the front line. Fighting 
between rebels and the regime subsided. 



Ibrahim, from Saraqeb, adds: 

“They lecture you about God and the Prophet Mohammed, 
but covertly they are making a fortune”.

Since the rebel takeover, activist “local coordination committees”  
turned “municipal councils” have tried to fill the governance 
gaps – helping supply water and electricity, cleaning the 
streets and collecting the trash. Al-Hei’a has muscled in on 
some of these councils, but others have resisted.

Many locals don’t care much 
for the rebels’ priorities. 

“Al-Hei’a imposed a lot of taxes – on 
water, electricity, transport. But 
they failed to deliver good services in 
return. It became clear that their true 
aim was to extort”, complains layla, a 
doctor in the town of Maaret al-Nouman. 

“Last year al-Hei’a members were 
standing at school gates, making 
sure girls and boys weren’t mixing, 
at the same time that battles 
were raging on the front line”. layla

“I see many foreign fighters who 
settle here, marry, divorce and 
remarry, accumulate money and even 
open shops. You came here for jihad, 
right? Good. Why don’t you go to the 
front? Why are you opening a shop?”

Khaled, from Maaret al-Nouman, serves on one of them.

“Al-Hei’a’s ‘Salvation Government’ tried to exert influence on our local 
council. But our president is a very smart guy who negotiated with them 
endlessly without reaching an agreement. They cut the gas, electricity and 
water to make us kneel, but they failed. Some organisations [funded by 
Western governments] helped us to provide alternatives for the people”.

Few have faith that the rebel groups can resist a determined regime 
advance. Sharif, a former Free Syrian Army fighter, believes that al-
Hei’a and the others will fall back if the regime attacks. He cites what 
happened in Aleppo in 2016: a “regime-Russian air and artillery bombardment 
can be so intense that no armed group can hold its ground”. 

Sharif



And so Idlib is in a state of 
suspended animation. The Turkish 

observation posts brought a sense of 
security – but only for the moment.

As Layla says:

“We feel safer after the Turkish intervention. We 
aren’t bothered daily by fear that the regime 
might attack to retake Idlib. But the Turkish 
presence is not a 100 per cent guarantee”.

Uncertainty weighs on everyone’s mind. Some 
dread the moment they have to grab their bags 
and run; others can’t decide if they should 
flee or stay put under attack. During the last 
regime offensive, over the fall and winter, 
300,000 people were displaced deeper into the 
shrinking rebel territory. If and when a new 
offensive comes, there may be nowhere to run.

Turkey, already home to over 3.5 million Syrian 
refugees, is loath to receive more. One motive 
for deploying its soldiers to Idlib was to 
pre-empt another influx – and the jihadist 
infiltration it fears would come with it. The 
Turkish border is closed to all but commercial 
and humanitarian goods, and people who cross 
it illegally are shot at. It’s not even certain if 
Turkey would allow new waves of displaced into 
those areas of northern Syria that it controls. 

Sooner or later, people in Idlib worry 
the regime will turn back to Idlib. 
Bashar al-Assad has said as much:

“You have to clean. You have 
to keep cleaning this area 
to push the terrorists into 
Turkey, back to where they 
come from, or to kill them”.



Jamal, a displaced person from Aleppo, says: 

“People say, ‘if you push us out of Idlib, where do 
we go? ’ Neither Turkey nor Europe nor anyone else 
accepts refugees. So I won’t keep it from you: there 
are people who support a scenario where the regime 
retakes Idlib. They are tired. They want the regime 
to come back so they can go back to normal life”.

Above all, indeed, people crave a return to stability. 

“Seven years of war have destroyed us”, 
remarks Sharif, the former fighter. 
“What I want the most is to be able to go to work 
and not have to think, when I hear a bomb fall, that 
it has landed on my house and my daughters”. 

It is possible that Russia, as part of its negotiations 
with Turkey, will push the regime to accept the status 
quo in Idlib – for a while. But many of the province’s 
original residents have fled abroad, or are displaced 
elsewhere in Syria, and may not wish to return. At 
the same time, many others displaced in Idlib are 
likely to remain in what amounts to their new home-
away-from-home. The fact that their settlement is 
rooted in others’ displacement reflects the reality of 
today’s Syria: a society likely to remain deeply divided 
even when the conflict draws to a close at last.

“I became involved in the revolution and will 
continue on this path”, says Layla, the doctor. 
“But so many people have left. In fact, the 
majority of people who invested in the 
revolution are gone now. Many of them saw 
that Syria’s fate is no longer in Syrian hands”.

A full-scale regime attack on Idlib would kill 
countless civilians and could forcibly displace 
Layla, Maryam, Jamal and many others yet again.

jamal



crisis group Recommendations

Russian-Turkish diplomacy allowed the Turkish troops to deploy 
along the front lines, blocking a regime offensive. But more must be 
done to avert a disastrous battle for Idlib in the months ahead. 

Consolidate the ceasefire. Russia and Turkey – and the regime as 
well – are all best served by extending the calm. The regime would 
pay dearly for an offensive into the heart of the rebellion, and not 
just with its soldiers’ lives. An assault could push jihadists to infiltrate 
regime-held areas; free from the daily tasks of ruling territory, they 
might start planning asymmetrical attacks on the regime or its allies.

Isolate hardline jihadists and deal with others. By dealing with 
Hei’at Tahrir al-Sham while deepening its own engagement in north-
western Syria, Turkey has widened splits in jihadists’ ranks. Now Hei’at 
Tahrir al-Sham’s monopolistic hold on the north west has been broken. 
Turkey should continue to work to develop non-jihadist alternatives 
within the northern armed opposition, and should make clear to 
any pragmatic, potentially reconcilable elements of Hei’at Tahrir al-
Sham that their current jihadist path is approaching a dead end. 
In the meantime, Turkey should prepare its opposition allies for a 
confrontation with the jihadist hard core that may prove necessary.
Russia and Iran should give Turkey time to pursue this approach. The 
U.S. and European governments could help by working with Turkey to 
ensure its approach is properly targeted, coordinated and resourced.


