
HTS: Regime’s
toughest foe 
in Idlib 

The Syrian regime and its Russian
ally are threatening an offensive to
retake the northwestern province

of Idlib, Syria’s last rebel bastion, where
the Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham group holds
sway. The jihadist alliance, the core of
which is formed by the former Al-Qaeda
branch in Syria, is likely to be the
regime’s toughest foe. 

Here is some background.
What is HTS? 

HTS first appeared in Syria in Jan 2012
as the Al-Nusra Front, and Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad and his
Russian ally still refer to the group by that
name. Classified as a “terrorist” group by
the United States, the European Union
and the United Nations, it arrived in Syria
as an extension of Al-Qaeda in Iraq. The
group’s current leader, a Syrian who uses
the nom de guerre Abu Mohammad Al-
Jolani, is a veteran of fighting in Iraq. 

In 2013, the group swore allegiance to
Al-Qaeda before splitting with the global
syndicate in July 2016 and renaming itself
the Fatah Al-Sham Front. In 2017, it dis-
solved that group to form the backbone of
Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham. The group mainly
consists of Syrian militants, estimated at
about 30,000 fighters, according to the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. The
jihadists are “well organized and battle-
hardened”, said Syria expert Fabrice

Balanche. “HTS definitely retains a size-
able foreign fighter component, perhaps
comprising at least 20 percent of its total
fighting force,” said Charles Lister, an
analyst at the Middle East Institute. The
fighters are mostly from the Middle East,
“but also from Russian-speaking areas,
Europe and south Asia,” he added.

How powerful is it? 
HTS now controls nearly 60 percent of

Idlib province. It has set up a civil admin-
istration that collects customs duties at
the border with Turkey and imposes taxes
on traders. The group “derives so much of
its power from being the authority over
how trade flows into and out of Idlib,
which helps fund the group and gives it
power beyond its size,” said Nicholas
Heras, a researcher at the Center for New
American Security.

Previously, HTS had a presence in
many of the country’s rebel-held areas,
especially near Damascus and in the
south. But it has lost that territory as its
fighters were evacuated to Idlib in surren-
der deals. HTS has consistently been
excluded from ceasefires negotiated by
the United Nations or Russia. The alliance
has been the target of air raids from both
Moscow and the US-led anti-jihadist
coalition, which have killed several of its
senior commanders.

Who are its rivals? 
Formerly associated with influential

Islamist rebel groups like Ahrar Al-Sham
and Nureddine Al-Zinki, HTS underwent a
bloody period of power struggles in 2017
that included battles with former allies,
creating resentment that persists today. In
early 2018, Ahrar Al-Sham and Nureddine

Al-Zinki announced their Turkey-backed
merger to counter the growing power of
HTS. They joined four other rebel factions
in early August to form a new coalition -
the National Liberation Front.

Separately, HTS has increased raids in
recent weeks against “sleeper cells” linked
to the Islamic State group (IS), which has
claimed responsibility for assassinations
and bombings targeting HTS’s leaders and
fighters. The two heavyweights have also
clashed in Syria’s northern city of Raqqa
and in eastern Deir Ezzor province. In July
2014, Nusra’s chief said the group’s goal
was to set up an “Islamic emirate”, akin to
the “caliphate” proclaimed by IS shortly
beforehand. 

What is its future? 
On Aug 22 the reclusive Jolani broke a

long silence to reiterate that the group
was determined to repel any offensive by
Damascus. “Just thinking about surrender-
ing to the enemy and handing over
weapons is an act of treason,” he said.
Russia has called for the dissolution of
HTS, but neighboring Turkey is trying to
negotiate a solution with the jihadists to
avoid a large scale offensive that would
destabilize the border area, the Britain-
based Observatory said. According to
Heras, the alliance’s “dissolution on the
command of Turkey would rob it of much
of its power, which would replace HTS
rule with Turkish rule.”  —AFP

By Dr James J Zogby

First, the Trump Administration “took
Jerusalem off the table”. Now, in an
especially dangerous display of reck-

lessness, they have announced their inten-
tion to do the same for the Palestinian “right
of return”.  The first indication that this was
in the works came  with the administration’s
announcement that they would be suspend-
ing all US assistance to UNWRA, the UN
agency created to address the humanitarian
needs of the Palestinians who were forced
to flee from their homes in 1948 and again in
1967. More recently, the administration sup-
ported by some Republican members of
Congress, launched an effort to limit
“refugee” status to only those Palestinians
who were victims of the 1948 expulsions. [In
a future article I will address the devastating
humanitarian and political consequences
that will result from crippling the work of
UNWRA.] 

Because Israel has always rejected its
culpability for the Palestinian refugee crisis
and has consistently refused to acknowl-
edge that those who fled in 1948 had any
rights to repatriation, the US intent to take
the refugee issue “off the table” was
described by one Israeli writer as a “dream
come true.” And a minister in Prime Minister
Netanyahu’s government celebrated the US
move as “finally speaking the truth to the
Arab lie that has been marketed all over the
world for decades...There is no reason for
[Palestinians] to dream of returning.” 

Israel claims that they have no responsi-
bility for Palestinian refugees. As is their
practice, the Israelis have attempted to
exonerate themselves by creating “alternate
facts” - that Palestinians voluntarily left their
homes or that they were ordered to leave by
advancing Arab armies. However, an exami-

nation of the historical record (link to book
on AAI) establishes that the Zionist political
leadership executed a deliberate plan to
“cleanse” entire areas of their Arab inhabi-
tants in order to create a state that would be
larger than what was provided by the UN
partition, with fewer Arabs. 

They are indicted by their own words:
Yigal Allon (leader of the Palmach - the offi-
cial Zionist military): 

“We saw the need to clean the upper
Galilee and to create...Jewish continuity in
the entire area of the upper Galilee...We,
therefore, tried a tactic...which worked
miraculously well. I gathered all of the
Jewish Mukhtars, who have contact with the
Arabs in  the different villages, and asked
them to whisper in the ears of the Arabs that
a large Jewish reinforcement has arrived in
Galilee and that it is going to burn all the
villages in the Huleh. They should suggest to
these Arabs, as their friends, to escape while
they had time to flee. The flight numbered in
the myriads. The tactic reached its goal
completely.” 

David Ben Gurion (speaking of “Plan D,”
the operation designed to expand the size
of the “Jewish State” and to reduce the
number of Arabs within it):

“These operations can be carried out in
the following manner: either by destroying vil-
lages (by setting them on fire, by blowing
them up, and by planting mines in their rub-
ble), and especially those population centers
that are difficult to control permanently; or by
mounting combing and control operations
according to the following guidelines: encir-
clement of the villages, conducting a search
inside of them. In case of resistance, the armed
forces must be wiped out and the population
expelled outside the border of the state.”

Yigal Allon: “There is a need for strong
and brutal reaction. We need to be accurate

about timing, place, and those we hit. If we
accuse a family - we need to harm them
without mercy, women and children includ-
ed. Otherwise, this is not an effective opera-
tion. During the operation there is no need
to distinguish between the guilty and the
not guilty.”

Menachem Begin (leader of the Irgun):
“Arabs throughout the country, induced to
believe wild tales of ‘Irgun butchery’, were
seized with limitless panic and started to
flee for their lives. The mass flight soon
developed into a maddened uncontrolled
stampede. Of the almost 800,000 who lived
in the present territory of the State of Israel,
only 165,000 remain. The political and eco-
nomic significance of this development can
hardly be overestimated.”

In the aftermath of the war, during which
thousands of Palestinians were murdered and
another 700,000 were forced into exile, Ben
Gurion celebrated what he termed “a double
miracle” - an Israel with more land and less
Arabs. After its establishment, Israel com-
pounded its crimes against the Palestinians
by passing a series of Orwellian laws which
enabled the new state to seize Arab-owned
land (over 2 million acres were taken -
including businesses, homes, orchards, and
farmland) and demolish 385 Arab villages -
all done in the effort to physically erase any
evidence of the prior Palestinian presence. 

I spent time in Palestinian camps in 1971
collecting the nightmarish personal stories
of those who were expelled, perusing their
family photo albums of the homes they had
left behind, and being shown the keys they
still carried -which had become a sacred
symbol representing what they had lost
and hoped to regain. One said to me “the
Jews said they remembered for 2,000
years. For me, it has only been 23 years,
how can I forget?” 

In the face of this, the actions of the
Trump Administration are not only danger-
ous and reckless, they are cruel and insensi-
tive, and violations of international law and
covenants. While some conservatives love to
cherry pick the celebrated 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights - citing their
favorite, Article 18, which guarantees free-
dom of religion and belief - they willfully
ignore other relevant articles:

Article 9: “No one shall be subjected to
arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.” 

Article 13/2: “Everyone has the right to
leave any country, including his own, and to
return to his country.”

Article 17/2: “no one shall be arbitrarily
deprived of his property.” 

In addition, there is the 1948 UN resolu-
tion declaring “the right of Palestinian
refugees to return to their homes” - a  reso-
lution which has been regularly and over-
whelmingly passed by the UN General
Assembly.  

When in the face of this incontrovertible
history of Israeli “ethnic cleansing” and
international conventions on the rights of
refugees, I cringe when I hear of the Trump
Administration’s intention to take the
refugee issue “off the table.” What they are,
in fact, taking off the table is so much more.
At stake is: the lives and fortunes of inno-
cent Palestinians and their families; the rule
of law; simple human justice; and the possi-
bility of peace. The more than 5 million
Palestinians living under occupation and in
refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon and
Syria cannot be erased and in their attempt
to do so, it is not only the Israelis who are
guilty of the war crime of ethnic cleansing.
The Trump Administration is making itself
complicit in this crime. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the
President of the Arab American Institute
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Myanmar-Thai 
highway branded 
‘ecological and 
social disaster’

Community and conservation groups in
Myanmar have branded a planned high-
way linking a port project to Thailand

an “ecological and social disaster”, saying it
would uproot indigenous people from their
homes and farms. Critics said an environmental
and social impact assessment for the road
project, approved by the Myanmar government
in June, failed to adequately specify compen-
sation for loss of land and livelihoods, among
other problems. “This is a road to an ecologi-
cal and social disaster (in Myanmar),” said
Christy Williams, Myanmar director for the
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), an inter-
national conservation group.

The highway is considered strategically
important to both nations as it would link
Thai land to a deep-sea port and planned
Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Dawei, a town
on the Myanmar side of an isthmus divided
between the two countries. The industrial com-
plex would serve as a gateway to Southeast
Asia’s markets, with goods trucked between
Dawei and Thailand, avoiding the need for ships
to sai l  southward through the Malacca
Straights, the world’s busiest shipping lane.

But Williams said the planned road would
pass through a region of “huge ecological
importance with  r ich  b iodivers i ty” . The
assessment looked only at the effects on peo-
ple and the environment within 500m (550
yards) of the road, he added, but the impact
will affect a much wider area. He said WWF
had been working with communities and pro-
vided “extensive recommendations and solu-
t ions”  to  the Myanmar government  and
Myandawei Industrial Estate Co Ltd, the Thai
firm developing the road and SEZ, but these
had “been ignored”.

The impact assessment failed to address
many issues brought forward by residents dur-
ing consultation sessions, said Thant Zin, direc-
tor of the Dawei Development Association, a
local civil society group. “Our main concerns
over the project are forced relocation of thou-
sands of local indigenous people, potential
industrial pollution ... land grabbing and liveli-
hood issues, and human rights violations in
project area,” he said. A spokesman for
Myanmar’s  environment ministry did not
respond to repeated requests for comment.

Gunn Bunchandranon, a spokesman for
Myandawei Industrial Estate Co Ltd, said the
highway’s impact assessment was in line with
the laws of both Myanmar and Thai. He said
people from affected communities who attend-
ed public consultations did not raise any con-
cerns about compensation for loss of land.
However, a 2015 draft of the impact assessment
provided by conservation group EarthRights
International included the minutes of one such
meeting where the land compensation question
was raised.

Risk of conflict
Myanmar residents have also expressed fear

that the highway could reignite conf l ict
between the government and Myanmar’s oldest
armed group, the Karen National Union (KNU),
according to Ben Hardman of EarthRights
International. Those concerns did not make it
into the impact assessment, Hardman said. The
KNU signed a ceasefire agreement with the
military in 2012, ending six decades of fighting.
In 2015 it signed a national ceasefire agreement
(NCA), along with other armed ethnic groups.

But relations with the government remain
tense and the KNU claims control over territo-
ry the highway would pass through. Saw Tah
Doh Moo, the group’s secretary general, said
the NCA required that the KNU be consulted
about any development projects in areas under
its control. However, neither the company nor
the government have officially discussed the
road project with them, he said. “I don’t want to
say what would happen, but it would undermine
the NCA,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation by phone. “We have to think about
how to respond.” —Reuters
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A Syrian protester chants slogans as he waves a flag of the opposition as
he protest against the regime and its ally Russia, in the rebel-held town of
Maaret Al-Numan in the north of Idlib province on Friday. —AFP


