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The rapid removal of sanctions and the delisting of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), 

the new Syrian leadership with historical ties to Al-Qaeda, along with the engagement 

with that previously designated terrorist organisation, must be understood within the 

context of Syria under the Assad regime and the international community’s desire to 

disengage from that period.2 The Article will investigate the international community’s 

reaction to the change of government in Syria and its contribution to state practice on 

government recognition. 

 

Conflicts overview. From the Arab Spring to the regime’s fall. 

In March 2011, the Arab Spring erupted in Syria. Protests were suppressed by force, 

mass arrests, torture, and extrajudicial executions by the government led by Assad.3 From 

July 2011, armed anti-government groups began organising within Syria, and from 

February 2012, the level of armed violence and organisation of the armed groups met the 

threshold of non-international armed conflicts.4 Since then, several armed conflicts, both 

international and non-international, have spread across Syria. 5  Syrian territory was 

partially under the control of armed groups and occupied by foreign states. 

Starting from 2013, the Islamic State took control over eastern Syria and western 

Iraq.6 Mass violence against civilians and state forces, along with the establishment of 

administrative institutions, facilitated control over a vast territory between Syria and 

 

1 For all the electronic sources: last access on 2 April 2026. Disclaimer: Grammarly was used for minor editing 

assistance. 
2 Detailed list of IHL violations, see Geneva Academy, War Watch (Reporting period July 2023-June 2025) 

link; HTS has its origin in Al-Qaeda. It was named Jabhat al-Nusra in 2011, became Jabhat Fatah al-Sham in 2016, 

cutting ties with Al Qaeda, and unified with other groups in 2017. The group was under UN sanction from 2014; Philip 

Loft and Claire Mills, ‘Syria after Assad: Consequences and interim authorities 2025’ (House of Commons Library 

Research Briefing 23 July 2025) link; Michelle Nichols, ‘Could UN sanctions on Syrian rebels HTS be removed?’ 

(Reuters London 13 December 2024) link. 
3 Council of Foreign Relations Editors, ‘Syria’s Civil War: The Descent Into Horror’ (20 December 2024) link; 

See also Human Rights Watch, ‘“We’ve Never Seen Such Horror” Crimes against Humanity by Syrian Security Forces’ 

1 (June 2011) link; UNHRC ‘Report of the independent international commission of inquiry on the Syrian Arab 

Republic’ (16 August 2012) A/HRC/21/50 link. 
4 UNHRC ‘Report’ (n 3); Geneva Academy (n 2). 
5 Geneva Academy (n 2) listed and classified the numerous conflicts. NIACs: Syria, with Russian intervention 

and Iran militias, against the Islamic State; Syria, supported by Russia and Iran militias, against the SDF and HTS; the 

US against the Islamic resistance in Iraq (IRI), ended in February 2024; from 2015, CJTF–OIR and the SDF against 

the Islamic State; Türkiye and SNA against the SDF; Israel against Hezbollah as a spillover of the NIAC in Lebanon; 

since March 2025, Syria against the PFGF. From mid-July 2025, the Druzes, the Bedouins and the governmental forces 

and their affiliates. IACs: (former) Syrian government against the CJTF-OIR, which operated against the Islamic State 

without the consent of the Syrian government; Turkish occupation of parts of northern Syria; Israel against Iran; Israel 

against Syria, with the occupation of the Golan Heights since 1967, the airstrikes against Hezbollah since 2017, and 

renewed airstrikes in Syrian territory starting from December 2024. 
6 Council of Foreign Relations Editors (n 3), The Islamic State was created from al-Qaeda and emerged as a 

separate extremist group in Iraq in 2013; Saeed Bagheri, International Law and the War With Islamic State: Challenges 

for Jus Ad Bellum and Jus in Bello (Hart Publishing 2021) 1-3. 

https://geneva-academy.ch/projects/war-watch/
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-10161/CBP-10161.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/could-un-sanctions-syrian-rebels-hts-be-removed-2024-12-13/
https://www.cfr.org/photo-essay/syrias-civil-war
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/06/01/weve-never-seen-such-horror/crimes-against-humanity-syrian-security-forces
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session21/A-HRC-21-50_en.pdf
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Iraq.7 The Islamic State was fought by the Syrian government, backed by Russia and 

Iranian militias, and by the Combined Joint Task Force – Operation Inherent Resolve 

(CJTF–OIR)8 with the help of the Kurdish-led coalition of the Syrian Democratic Forces 

(SDF).9 

In North and East Syria, the SDF became the official military force of the 

Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), after defeating ISIS in 

March 2019.10 AANES was a de facto authority of northern regions and established a 

state-like administration.11 

In the North of the country, the coalition of armed groups, called the Syrian National 

Army (SNA), assembled by Türkiye in 2016 and composed mainly of former Free Syrian 

Army (FSA) fighters from anti-government groups, operated with military aid from 

Türkiye, which provided arms, intelligence, training, logistics, and air support.12 Since 

2016, Türkiye has conducted military operations and invaded the regions under the 

Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD).13 On 9 October 2019, Türkiye launched one of 

its main operations, ‘Peace Spring’, following the United States (US) troops’ withdrawal, 

to remove the presence of the Kurdish-led SDF from the border, without the consent of 

the Syrian government, which resulted in a military occupation of part of Syrian 

territory.14 Clashes have persisted even after Assad’s fall. However, these are expected to 

decrease due to the agreement between the SDF and the new government led mainly by 

former HTS members, as well as the SDF’s incorporation into the Syrian army.15 

An additional aspect of Syria’s fragmentation is the Israeli occupation. Israel has 

occupied the Golan Heights and Mount Hermon since 1967. The United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) created a buffer zone with the presence of the UN Disengagement 

Observer Force (UNDOF).16 In 1981, Israel imposed its jurisdiction on the occupied 

territory, with the application of Israeli law, which was contested as null and void by the 

UNSC Resolution 497 (1981) and qualified as illegal by the UN General Assembly 

(UNGA) Resolution A/RES/70/91 (2015).17  

As a consequence of the aforementioned armed conflicts, the Assad regime, 

supported by Russia and Iran, controlled seventy percent of the territory, shortly prior to 

its fall on 8 December 2024. The remaining thirty per cent was divided among the SDF 

 

7 Bagheri (n 6). 
8 See <www.inherentresolve.mil>. 
9 Geneva Academy (n 2); The SDF were made up of eight militias, among which were the Kurdish People’s 

Protection Units (YPG), the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), Arab, Turkmens, Assyrians, and Armenians. 
10 ibid. 
11 ibid. 
12 ibid. 
13 Council of Foreign Relations Editors (n 3). 
14 Geneva Academy (n 2); BBC, ‘Turkey’s Syria offensive explained in four maps’ (London 14 October 2019) 

link; since 2016, With Türkiye’s first military operation - ‘Euphrates Shield’ (2016-2017) - Türkiye fought against both 

the Islamic State and Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), which Türkiye considers affiliates of the PKK. Its 

second operation, ‘Olive Branch’, took place in March 2018 and was directed against the Kurdish canton of Afrin; 

Branislav Stanicek, ‘Turkey’s military operation in Syria and its impact on relations with the EU’ (European 

Parliamentary Research Service PE 642.284 – November 2019) link. 
15 Geneva Academy (n 2). 
16 UNSC Res 350 (31 May 1974) S/RES/350 link; on 31 May 1974, the two states signed the ‘Separation of 

Forces Agreement between Israel and Syria’ link. 
17 UNSC Res 497 (31 December 1981) S/RES/497 link; UNGA Res 70/91 (9 December 2015) A/RES/70/91 

link.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-49973218
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/EPRS/EPRS-Briefing-642284-Turkeys-military-operation-Syria-FINAL.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/93704?ln=en&v=pdf
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/default/files/document/files/2024/05/il20sy740531separation20of20forces20between20israel20and20syria.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/26751?v=pdf
https://docs.un.org/en/A/res/70/91
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in the north-east, Turkish forces and their affiliates in the north, HTS in Idlib province 

and the Israeli occupation in the Golan Heights and Mount Hermon.18  

 

New Syria, old violence. The new Syrian leadership, armed conflicts and human 

rights violations after the fall of Assad. 

By the end of 2024, an offensive launched by HTS and other opposition groups 

broke out and reached Damascus on 8 December.19 Thousands of political prisoners were 

freed by the rebels, Syrians celebrated, while Assad had fled to Moscow.20 The security 

apparatus collapsed, and the Assad regime was no longer supported by either Iranian 

militias, weakened by the ground invasion and the aerial campaign against Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, nor by Russia, with its forces concentrated in Ukraine.21 HTS now controls the 

largest part of Syria and leads the new government.22 On 10 December, HTS announced 

the establishment of the transitional government.23 The new authorities also announced 

that the transitional government would be replaced in March, granting representation to 

the Syrian people ‘as much as possible’.24 On 29 January 2025, a ‘Revolution Victory 

Conference’ was held, and Aḥmad Ḥusayn al-Shara (former Abu Muḥammad al-Jawlani), 

HTS leader, was proclaimed interim president.25 On the same day, the dissolution of the 

former army and security agencies was announced, and many armed groups agreed to be 

integrated into a new army under the Ministry of Defence, including HTS and SNA.26 

On 25 February 2025, the one-day National Dialogue conference resulted in a non-

binding declaration on Syrian unity, sovereignty, human rights, and inclusive 

participation; these rights were confirmed on 13 March 2025 when al-Sharaa issued a 

Constitutional Declaration. This incorporated international human rights treaties and 

affirmed Syria’s unity despite cultural differences, judicial independence, and protection 

of private property.27 On 29 March 2025, the president declared a new government; key 

ministers (defence, interior, foreign affairs) were retained by HTS leaders. 28  The 

legislature (People’s Assembly) was appointed: one-third by the president, and the 

 

18 Geneva Academy (n 2); Katharine Fortin, ‘Exploring the Civilian and Political Institutions of Armed Non-

State Actors under Ihl in an Age of Rebel Governance’ in Katharine Fortin and Ezequiel Heffes (eds), Armed Groups 

and International Law (Edward Elgar Publishing 2023) 142-143. 
19 Council of Foreign Relations Editors (n 3).   
20 William Christou and Bethan McKernan, ‘Syrians celebrate fall of Bashar al-Assad after five decades of 

dynastic rule’ (The Guardian London 8 December 2024) link. 
21 Center for Preventive Action, ‘Conflict in Syria’ (Global Conflict Tracker Updated 18 February 2026) link; 

see also Souhail Belhadj Klaz, ‘The Collapse of the Syrian Regime or How the Intelligence Services Disintegrated the 

Army’ (Geneva Graduate Institute News 16 December 2024) link. 
22 Loft and Mills (n 2) 20 link. 
23 ibid 60 
24 Foreign Minister Asaad al-Shaibani, see AL-Monitor, ‘Syria to have new government on March 1: foreign 

minister’ (12 February 2025) link. 
25 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘Violations against civilians 

in the coastal and western central regions of the Syrian Arab Republic (January–March 2025)’ (11 August 2025) 

A/HRC/59/CRP.4 para 10 link; al-Shara fought in Iraq; he was the leader of Jabhat Al-Nusra, affiliated with al-Qaeda, 

and he later founded HTS becoming its leader, Mackenzie Holtz, ‘Examining Extremism: Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS)’ 

(CSIS 3 August 2023) link. 
26 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘Violations against civilians 

in the coastal and western central regions (n 25) paras 19-20. 
27 ibid paras 11-12; see also Loft and Mills (n 2) 60-63. 
28 Loft and Mills (n 2) 60-63. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/dec/08/syrians-celebrate-fall-of-bashar-al-assad-after-five-decades-of-dynastic-rule
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-syria
https://www.graduateinstitute.ch/communications/news/collapse-syrian-regime-or-how-intelligence-services-disintegrated-army
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-10161/CBP-10161.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2025/02/syria-have-new-government-march-1-foreign-minister
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session59/a-hrc-59-crp4-en.pdf
https://www.csis.org/blogs/examining-extremism/examining-extremism-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-hts
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remaining members by a province-based electoral colleges, with no direct popular vote.29 

Power is concentrated in the president, who can also veto laws, yet the assembly can 

override it with a two-thirds vote.30  

Despite the steps taken by the new leadership, concerns persist about the future of 

Syria due to HTS’s origin in Al-Qaeda,31 and the past violence of the armed group in 

Idlib,32 the severe economic crisis,33 and the ongoing presence of foreign powers and 

militias within the territory.34 The situation in Syria is, in fact, far from stable. 

Immediately after the fall of the Assad regime, Israel launched aerial and land 

attacks into and beyond a demilitarised area, allegedly justified by generic security 

interests. 35  There are reports of Israeli forces targeting civilians, 36  seizures, house 

demolitions, and forced displacement, along with the unlawful transfer of Syrian 

detainees to Israel.37 Despite those attacks, Syria and Israel are dialoguing. On 6 January 

2026, they released a joint statement on the institution of a ‘joint fusion mechanism’ under 

the supervision of the US and affirmed their commitment to ‘lasting security and stability 

arrangements’.38  

After the fall of Assad, the SDF remained in control of the northeast region, rich in 

oil, and of a few territories near Aleppo.39 In March 2025, HTS and SDF agreed on a 

memorandum providing a ceasefire, the integration of the SDF into the national army, 

and the central government’s control of the northeast region, while the new government 

recognises the Kurds as a component of Syrian society, their citizenship and their 

representation and participation in the political process.40 Amid the uncertainty, violence 
 

29 Deborah Cole and agencies, ‘Syria holds first elections since fall of Bashar al-Assad’ (The Guardian London 

5 October 2025) link; Lorraine Mallinder, ‘Syria shares results of parliamentary election amid inclusivity concerns’ 

(Al Jazeera Doha 6 October 2025) link; Syrian Center for Justice and Accountability and others, ‘Joint Position Paper 

on the Progress of the Transitional Process in Syria: A Letter to the Damascus Dialogue Day Conference’ (14 November 

2025) link.  
30 Loft and Mills (n 2) 60-63; Syrian Center for Justice and Accountability and others (n 29). 
31 Holtz, (n 25).  
32 Where unlawful detention, torture and violations of freedom of religion were reported; Loft and Mills (n 2) 

31; see also Hanane Sallam and Muaz Al Abdullah, ‘Actor Profile: Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)’ (ACLED Report 26 

July 2023) link; Geneva Academy (n 2). 
33 Joseph Daher, ‘Challenges for Syria’s Economic Recovery and Reconstruction Process’ (ISPI 18 April 2025) 

link. 
34 Council of Foreign Relations Editors (n 3). On the foreign fighters incorporated in the new army, see Timour 

Azhari and Suleiman Al-Khalidi, ‘Exclusive: US gives nod to Syria to bring foreign jihadist ex-rebels into army’ 

(Reuters London 2 June 2025) link. 
35 Mick Krever, ‘Israel strikes Syria 480 times and seizes territory as Netanyahu pledges to change face of the 

Middle East’ (CNN Atlanta 11 December 2024) link; see also Center for Preventive Action, ‘Conflict in Syria’ (Global 

Conflict Tracker Updated 18 February 2026) link. See, among the last UNGA Resolutions on Israeli failure to comply 

with SC Res 497(1981) and the inadmissibility of acquisition of territory by force, UNGA Res 80/73 (2 December 

2025) A/RES/80/73 link; UNGA Res 80/82 (8 December 2025) A/RES/80/82 link. The new authorities denounced 

Israeli actions through several letters to the Secretary General and the UNSC, see, for example, Syria letters (12 

February 2025) A/79/795 S/2025/96 link; Syria letters (3 March 2025) A/79/806 S/2025/120 link; Syria letters (7 April 

2025) A/79/861 S/2025/216 link; Syria letters (16 July 2025) A/79/973 S/2025/470 link. 
36 Geneva Academy (n 2). 
37 Human Rights Watch, ‘Syria: Israel Forcibly Displaces Villagers in Occupied South’ (17 September 2025) 

link. 
38 Governments of the United States of America, the State of Israel and the Syrian Arab Republic ‘Joint 

Statement on the Trilateral Meeting Between the Governments of the United States of America, the State of Israel, and 

the Syrian Arab Republic’ (6 January 2026) link. 
39 Ellen Clarke and Emile Hokayem, ‘Ceasefire in Syria: a challenging outlook’ (IISS 18 February 2026) link. 
40 William Christou, ‘Syrian government reaches deal with Kurdish-led SDF to integrate north-east region’ 

(The Guardian London 10 March 2025) link; Wladimir van Wilgenburg, ‘Facilitating the New SDF Agreement Is Key 

to Stabilizing Syria’ (The Washington Institute for Near East Policy 2 April 2025) link. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/oct/05/syria-holds-first-elections-since-fall-of-bashar-al-assad
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/10/6/syria-declares-results-of-1st-parliamentary-poll-amid-inclusivity-concerns
https://syriaaccountability.org/joint-position-paper-on-the-progress-of-the-transitional-process-in-syria-a-letter-to-the-damascus-dialogue-day-conference/
https://acleddata.com/report/actor-profile-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-hts
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/challenges-for-syrias-economic-recovery-and-reconstruction-process-209408
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/us-gives-nod-syria-bring-foreign-jihadist-ex-rebels-into-army-2025-06-02/
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/12/10/middleeast/israel-syria-assad-strikes-intl
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-syria
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4095626?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4096545?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4077429?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4078876?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4081292?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4085952?ln=en&v=pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/09/17/syria-israel-forcibly-displaces-villagers-in-occupied-south
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2026/01/joint-statement-on-the-trilateral-meeting-between-the-governments-of-the-united-states-of-america-the-state-of-israel-and-the-syrian-arab-republic
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2026/02/ceasefire-in-syria-a-challenging-outlook/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/10/syrian-government-reaches-deal-with-kurdish-led-sdf-to-integrate-north-east-region
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/facilitating-new-sdf-agreement-key-stabilizing-syria
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resurfaced between December 2025 and January 2026, with clashes between the new 

government forces and the SDF.41 With US mediation, the two sides reached a ceasefire 

in January.42 On 30 January 2026, the two parties signed a comprehensive agreement on 

SDF joining the Syrian army, the integration of the autonomous institution into those of 

Syria, and the return of the Kurds displaced. The implementation of the agreement also 

involved the transfer of control to Damascus over prisons and camps with suspected IS 

affiliates and their families, as well as control over the oil and gas fields.43 Lastly, the 

Presidential Decree n 13, 16 January 2026, recognised the Kurds’ identity, culture, and 

language.44 The transfer of power was not immune from obstacles, as the vacuum created 

in the prisons with suspected IS affiliates led to escapes from the camps,45 with concerns 

of many states.46 

In March 2025, tensions between affiliates of the transitional government and pro-

Assad groups (PFGF) escalated into hostilities.47 Reports of summary killings, arbitrary 

detentions and disappearances of members of the Alawi community started after the fall 

of the previous government and became open sectarian violence and mass killings in 

March 2025.48 The large-scale violence was triggered by an attack by the PFGF against 

members of the general security and the Ministry of Defence forces in the Latakia 

Governorate. 49  During the March violence, interim government forces and private 

individuals targeted over 1500 civilians (men, women, and children). Public humiliations, 

dead bodies left in the streets for days, looting of houses, destruction of civilian property 

on a large scale and with a systematic character were reported.50  It has been pointed out 

that a slow and ineffective transitional justice process may have fuelled violence against 

the Alawite community and private revenge.51 The interim government established a 

 

41 Matteo Colombo and Mario Primavera, ‘Siria: accordo con i curdi banco di prova per Damasco’ (ISPI 4 

February 2026) link. 
42 ibid; see also Clarke and Hokayem (n 39). 
43 Hafsa Khalil, ‘Syrian government reaches deal with Kurdish-led forces’ (BBC London 30 January 2026) link. 
44 Al Jazeera, ‘Syria decree grants Kurds new rights, formally recognising Kurdish language’ (Doha 17 January 

2026) link; Zozan Alloush, ‘What Future Awaits Syria’s Kurds? A narrow space remains for dialogue between the SDF 

and the Syrian government to prevent the country from sliding into another cycle of terrorism and revenge’ (Stimson 

Center 23 January 2026) link. 
45 Nadeen Ebrahim, Charbel Mallo and Eyad Kourdi ‘Syria reports ‘mass escape’ from detention camp holding 

ISIS-linked families amid reports thousands fled’ (CNN Atlanta 25 February 2026) link. The security of the camps 

raised concerns, and the US transferred 5700 of the suspected affiliates to Iraq, see Christopher M Blanchard, ‘Syria: 

Transition and U.S. Policy’ (Congressional Research Service Report 26 February 2026) link. 
46 Blanchard (n 45). On the condition of the camps and on IHRL and IHL violations, see Fionnuala Ní Aoláin 

KC (Hons) and Anne Charbord, ‘Repatriating Alleged ISIS-Linked Men from Northeast Syria: The Start of Judicial 

Responses to the Political Stalemate’ (Just Security 16 February 2023) link; Helen Duffy, ‘De Facto Justice: 

Prosecution by Non-State Actors in Armed Conflict’ in Katharine Fortin and Ezequiel Heffes (eds), Armed Groups and 

International Law (Edward Elgar Publishing 2023); OHCHR, ‘Technical Visit to the Northeast of the Syrian Arab 

Republic; End of Mission Statement’ (21 July 2023) link; Amnesty International, ‘Aftermath. Injustice, Torture and 

Death in Detention in North-East Syria’ (2024) link; Human Rights Watch, ‘Northeast Syria: Camp Detainees Face 

Uncertain Future. Dire Conditions, Lagging Repatriations, US Funding Freeze Fuel Instability’ (7 February 2025) link. 
47 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘Violations against civilians 

in the coastal and western central regions’ (n 25) para 82. 
48 Human Rights Watch, ‘“Are you Alawi?” Identity-Based Killings During Syria’s Transition’ (Report 23 

September 2025) link; Geneva Academy (n 2). 
49 Geneva Academy (n 2); Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic 

‘Violations against civilians in the coastal and western central regions’ (n 25) para 49. 
50 Geneva Academy (n 2); Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic 

‘Violations against civilians in the coastal and western central regions’ (n 25) paras 85 ff. 
51 Geneva Academy, ‘War WATCH: Episode 3 – Syria: The Search for Accountability After Assad’ link; 

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘Violations against civilians in the 

https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-accordo-con-i-curdi-banco-di-prova-per-damasco-228911
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cz0pj0n0yk3o
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/17/syria-decree-grants-kurds-new-rights-formally-recognising-kurdish-language
https://www.stimson.org/2026/what-future-awaits-syrias-kurds/
https://edition.cnn.com/2026/02/25/middleeast/syria-isis-detention-escape-intl
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/RL33487
https://www.justsecurity.org/85049/repatriating-alleged-isis-linked-men-from-northeast-syria-the-start-of-judicial-responses-to-the-political-stalemate/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/terrorism/sr/statements/EoM-Visit-to-Syria-20230721.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Aftermath_ENG.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/02/07/northeast-syria-camp-detainees-face-uncertain-future
https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/09/23/are-you-alawi/identity-based-killings-during-syrias-transition
https://geneva-academy.ch/podcast/war-watch-episode-3-syria-the-search-for-accountability-after-assad/
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national Fact-Finding Committee; the findings were presented on 22 July 2025, and 298 

suspects have been sent to prosecution.52 The acknowledgement of the crimes is a positive 

step; however, the new government has been criticised for a lack of transparency, 

particularly regarding the role of senior officials and commanders who failed to prevent 

and stop the violations.53 

In April, May, June and July 2025, violence escalated between members of security 

forces, affiliates with the interim government, Druze and Bedouin armed groups. At the 

end of April, the clashes allegedly started over an Islamophobic video falsely attributed 

to a Druze official, as confirmed by the Interior Ministry. 54  The violence was 

characterised by the killings of civilians and the destruction of civilian infrastructure.55 

In this scenario, Israel intervened with airstrikes in Damascus and in the surrounding area 

as a response to the violence directed against the Druze.56 The Druze leaders and the 

government reached an agreement on 30 April 2025.57 

In July 2025, further violence was reported in Suweida. All factions were accused 

of summary executions. More than 1700 people were killed and 200.000 displaced.58 

Israel intervened against the interim government with air strikes.59 Access was granted 

by the government to the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian 

Arab Republic, which recently published its report that acknowledges three waves of 

violence in July 2025. The first (14-16 July) involved government forces and supporting 

tribal fighters against the Druze community. 60  In this wave of violence, the Druze 

community was targeted with murders, torture, sexual and gender based violence, 

abductions, arbitrary arrests, and attacks on civilian property. 61  Government forces 

participated in, or failed to prevent, those violations.62 A ceasefire and the withdrawal of 

the government forces and tribal fighters were announced on 16 July 2025.63 The second 

wave of violence started after the government withdrew and involved Bedouins attacked 

by Druze armed groups, who engaged in murders, torture, and arbitrary detention.64 The 

third wave of violence (17-18 July) involved tribal fighters called from all over the 

country against the Druze community. 65  Again, murders, abductions, outrages upon 

 

coastal and western central regions’ (n 25) paras 38-39; Assad came from the Alawi Shia minority in a Sunni majority 

country, Council of Foreign Relation Editors (n 3). 
52 Human Rights Watch, ‘“Are you Alawi?” (n 48). 
53 ibid.  
54 William Christou, ‘Deadly Syria clashes continue for second day outside Damascus’ (The Guardian London 

30 April 2025) link . 
55 Geneva Academy (n 2). 
56 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘International Human Rights 

Law and International Humanitarian Law violations committed during the July 2025 violence in Suwayda, Syria’ 

(March 2026) A/HRC/61/CRP.7 27 para 22 link; see also William Christou, ‘Deadly Syria’ (n 54); Loft and Mills (n 

2) 26. 
57 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘International Human Rights 

Law and International Humanitarian Law violations committed during the July 2025 violence in Suwayda’ (n 56) para 

24. 
58 ibid para 47. 
59 ibid para 33, 36. 
60 ibid para 29 ff. 
61 ibid. 
62 ibid para 37. 
63 ibid para 38. 
64 Ibid para 41. 
65 Ibid para 42 ff. 
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personal dignity, looting and burning homes were recorded.66 From the 16th to the 19th 

of July, President al-Shara condemned the violence and affirmed that, despite some 

groups of outlaw Druze, the Druze community is a fundamental pillar of Syria.67 On 31 

July 2025, the government appointed an investigation committee.68  In August, the Druze 

armed groups formed the ‘National Guard’ to coordinate their defence, which controls 

central Suwayda and a ‘Supreme Legal Committee’ for the administrative governance; 

the national investigation commission has not been able to enter Suwayda.69 

Lastly, the Islamic State is still active, yet without territorial control.70 There are 

concerns that the group could exploit the fragile transition, the security vacuum in the 

SDF prisons and camps and that stockpiles and advanced weapons could fall into its 

hands.71 The new government clearly stated that it is going to fight ISIS, and it joined the 

CJTF-OIR.72  

The new Syrian government declared its commitment to seek accountability for 

human rights violations. 73  On 17 May 2025, Decree n 20 introduced the National 

Commission for Transitional Justice (NCTJ) and the National Commission for Missing 

Persons. 74  However, the National Commission for Transitional Justice is limited to 

violations committed by the Assad government.75 This selective justice has been heavily 

criticised as it contributes to creating a sense of impunity and a desire for revenge, 

undermining stability.76 There is a strong contrast between the encouraging words of the 

new leader and the sectarian violence that continues spreading on the ground. Despite that 

negative evidence, the international community is strongly supporting the Syrian 

transition.  

 

 

66 Ibid para 42 ff. 
67 Ibid para 47. 
68 Tala Ramadan, ‘Syria detains defence, interior ministry members suspected of Sweida violence’ (Reuters 

London 3 September 2025) link. 
69 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic ‘International Human Rights 

Law and International Humanitarian Law violations committed during the July 2025 violence in Suwayda’ (n 56) paras 

53-54, 57. 
70 Loft and Mills (n 2) 22; see also Masood Al Hakari, ‘Without a Caliphate, But Far from Defeated: Why 

Da’esh/ISIS Remains a Threat in Syria in 2025’ (PRIF blog 7 April 2025) link; On 22 June 2025, Isis carried out a 

suicide attack against St Elias church, resulting in twenty-two civilians dead and sixty injured, see Geneva Academy 

(n 2). 
71 Geneva Academy (n 2); Geneva Academy, ‘War WATCH: Episode 3’ (n 51); UNSC ‘Twentieth report of 

the Secretary-General on the threat posed by ISIL (Da'esh) to international peace and security and the range of United 

Nations efforts in support of Member States in countering the threat’ (31 January 2025) S/2025/72 paras 3-4,6 link; 

UNSC Meeting records (22 January 2026) S/PV.10094 link. 
72 UNSC ‘Twenty-second report of the Secretary-General on the threat posed by ISIL (Da’esh) to international 

peace and security and the range of United Nations efforts in support of Member States in countering the threat’ (2 

February 2026) S/2026/57 para 10 link; see also Al Hakari (n 70). 
73 Bethan McKernan, ‘No pardons for prison torturers, says Syrian rebel leader’ (The Guardian London 11 

December 2024) link; Syrian Arab News Agency, ‘Speech by President of the Syrian Arab Republic on the recent 

developments in the Syrian coast’ (Syrian Arab News Agency Damascus 10 March 2025) link. 
74 Loft and Mills (n 2) 66. 
75 ibid; Syrian Center for Justice and Accountability and others (n 29); see also The New Arab, ‘HTS-led 

coalition announces general amnesty for Assad soldiers’ (London 9 December 2024) link. 
76 Syrian Center for Justice and Accountability and others (n 29); see also Michelle Burgis-Kasthala, ‘A 

moment for accountability? Syria and the pursuit of entrepreneurial justice after Assad’ (EJIL:Talk! 16 December 2024) 

link. 
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The international community’s reaction to the new Syrian government 

The new Syrian transitional government immediately engaged with many states and 

sought access to UN fora. Interestingly, the international community reacted very 

differently in the Syrian case compared to the Taliban case, adding another intriguing and 

inconsistent example of state practice in government recognition and prompting reflection 

on the possible influence of the UNSC and UNGA in this matter. 

The US reaction is emblematic of this enthusiasm for the new Syria. They also 

played an important role in the UNSC, where they championed Resolution 2799(2025) 

for the delisting of al-Sharaa. The Trump administration rapidly engaged with the 

transitional government, even though its support has been described as conditional.77  

Trump met with al-Sharaa three times: first in May 2025 in Saudi Arabia, where he 

announced the lifting of sanctions on Syria;78 then at the UN General Assembly; and, 

lastly, in November at the historic meeting at the White House.79 The US Ambassador to 

Türkiye, Tom Barrack, was appointed as US Special Envoy to Syria. In May 2025, 

Barrack and other officials raised the flag at the US embassy in Damascus after thirteen 

years, even though the embassy remains closed, while Mohammad Qanatari was 

nominated chargé d’affaires for Syria in Washington. 80  What emerges is a strong 

appreciation by Trump for the Syrian interim government and, in particular, its 

president.81 The language used by the US predominantly refers to peace, stability, and the 

fight against terrorism, with fewer references to human rights and international law.82 In 

the first meeting, Trump urged al-Sharaa to ‘1. Sign onto the Abraham Accords with 

Israel 2. Tell all foreign terrorists to leave Syria 3. Deport Palestinian terrorists 4. Help 

the United States to prevent the resurgence of ISIS 5. Assume responsibility for ISIS 

detention centers in Northeast Syria’, making, thus clear, the US priorities.83 The episodes 

of violence involving the Syrian forces attracted some attention in the US. After the 

March 2025 violence against the Alawites, Marco Rubio ‘condemn[ed] the radical 

Islamist terrorists, including foreign jihadis’ stressing that ‘The United States st[ood] with 

Syria’s religious and ethnic minorities, including its Christian, Druze, Alawite, and 

Kurdish communities’, lastly he stated that ‘Syria’s interim authorities must hold the 

perpetrators of these massacres (…) accountable’.84 After the violence spread in July 

2025, Marco Rubio asked to end the violence against civilians and pointed out that ‘If 

 

77 Blanchard (n 45); on 10 December 2024, with the previous US administration, the (former) United Nations 

Special Envoy for Syria, Pedersen, stated that the offensive of the opposition groups that led to the fall of the regime 

came with both risks and opportunities. He described the situation as a ‘a patchwork of groups, who are coordinating 

well, for now, but they are not fully or formally united’. The special envoy highlighted the positive statements by HTS 

on inclusivity which is essential for the transition, Geir O Pedersen (Geneva 10 December 2024) link. 
78 The Guardian, ‘Trump praises Syrian leader as “attractive, tough guy” – video 9 (The Guardian London 14 

May 2025) link; Neil Quilliam, ‘The meeting of al-Sharaa and Trump has shifted the balance of power in the Middle 

East’ (Chatham House 16 May 2025) link.  
79 Francesco Petronella, ‘Syria, a (Former) Jihadist in Washington: What to Know about the Trump–Al-Sharaa 

Meeting’ (ISPI 11 November 2025) link. 
80 Blanchard (n 45). 
81  The Guardian, ‘Trump praises Syrian leader as 'attractive, tough guy' – video 9 (The Guardian London 14 

May 2025) link; Steve Holland and Matt Spetalnick, ‘Trump vows to do everything he can to help Syria after landmark 

talks with Sharaa’ (Reuters London 11 November 2025) link. 
82 See, for instance, The White House, Fact Sheet: President Donald J. Trump Provides for the Revocation of 

Syria Sanctions (30 June 2025) link. 
83 Karoline Leavitt, X Post (14 May 2025) link. 
84 Secretary of State, The Escalation of Fighting and Civilian Deaths in Syria (Press Statement 9 March 2025) 

link. 

https://specialenvoysyria.unmissions.org/en/news/united-nations-special-envoy-syria-mr-geir-o-pedersen-geneva-10-december-2024
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2025/may/14/trump-praises-syrian-leader-as-attractive-tough-guy-video
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/05/meeting-al-sharaa-and-trump-has-shifted-balance-power-middle-east
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/syria-a-former-jihadist-in-washington-what-to-know-about-the-trump-al-sharaa-meeting-223137
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2025/may/14/trump-praises-syrian-leader-as-attractive-tough-guy-video
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/trump-meet-sharaa-white-house-capping-major-turnaround-syria-2025-11-10/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/06/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-provides-for-the-revocation-of-syria-sanctions/
https://x.com/PressSec/status/1922567846317392240
https://www.state.gov/the-escalation-of-fighting-and-civilian-deaths-in-syria/


 

 

Osservatorio sulle attività delle organizzazioni internazionali e sovranazionali, universali e regionali, sui 

temi di interesse della politica estera italiana - www.osorin.it - comint@sioi.org 

SIOI - Palazzetto di Venezia - Piazza di San Marco, 51 - 00186 - ROMA 

authorities in Damascus want to preserve any chance of achieving a unified, inclusive and 

peaceful Syria free of ISIS (…) they must help end this calamity’ and ‘they must hold 

accountable and bring to justice anyone guilty of atrocities including those in their own 

ranks’.85 These condemnations did not negatively impact the rapid lifting of US sanctions. 

The US have designated Syria as a ‘sponsor of terrorism’ since 1979 and adopted 

sanctions on the state, entities and individuals.86 The sanctions waiver and lifting began 

on 6 January 2025, with General Lince 24, and continued until 18 December 2025, when 

the Congress repealed the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act.87 A landmark of this 

process is Executive Order 14312, 30 June 2025, which officially changed policy due to 

the ‘positive actions taken by the new Syrian government under President Ahmed al-

Sharaa’ and included the removal of sanctions on Syria, the relaxation of export controls, 

and other restrictions.88 In the executive order, the new authorities are referred to as the 

Syrian government. In response to the US requests, the new Syrian authorities are making 

efforts to meet US priorities, and noticeable progress can be observed, such as 

participation in the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS and the creation of a dedicated 

communication channel with Israel.89  

Russia was a strong ally of the previous government, and it is currently hosting the 

former President Assad, yet it is at the same time normalising its relations with Damascus. 

Al-Sharaa, in its first meeting with Putin in Moscow, declared that Syria will honour all 

past agreements with Russia, while Putin welcomed the parliamentary elections in Syria 

as a way to consolidate society.90 After the March violent events and those against the 

Druze community, Russia appeared particularly sceptical and affirmed that ‘The country 

continues to face challenges in virtually all areas, from difficulties in creating a new 

system of Government to a severe socioeconomic and humanitarian crisis. We are 

convinced that (…) it is imperative to unite Syrian society and ensure national 

reconciliation. (…) [T]his will determine the future of Syrian statehood, which remains 

extremely fragile, especially in the face of ethnic and religious strife’.91 However, during 

the subsequent visit in November 2025, Putin expressed his support for al-Sharaa’s efforts 

 

85 Jon Donnison, Jaroslav Lukiv and Amy Walker, ‘Syria struggles to quell deadly Bedouin-Druze clashes in 

south’ (BBC London 20 July 2025) link. 
86 Blanchard (n 45). 
87 OFAC GL 24 ‘Authorizing Transactions with Governing Institutions in Syria and Certain Transactions 

Related to Energy and Personal Remittances’ (6 January 2025) link; US Department of the Treasury ‘Treasury Issues 

Immediate Sanctions Relief for Syria’ (Press Releases 23 May 2025) link; OFAC GL 25 ‘Authorizing Transactions 

Prohibited by the Syrian Sanctions Regulations or Involving Certain Blocked Persons’ (23 May 2025) link; ‘Marco 

Rubio secretary of State, Providing Sanctions Relief for the Syrian People’ (Press Statement 23 May 2025) link; OFAC 

Federal Register / Vol 90 No 163 (26 August 2025) Rules and Regulations 41505 link; BIS 15 CFR Parts 736, 740, 

746 [Docket No 250827-0147] RIN 0694-AK28 Federal Register / Vol 90 No 167 (2 September 2025) Rules and 

Regulations 42315 link; Sec 8363 ‘Repeal of Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act 2019’ Public Law 119-60 (18 

December 2025) link 
88  Executive Order 14312 (30 June 2025) Federal Register / Vol 90 No 126 (3 July 2025) Presidential 

Documents 29395 link. 
89  Office of the spokesperson ‘Secretary Rubio’s Meeting with Syrian Foreign Minister al-Shaibani’ (14 

February 2026) link; Office of the Spokesperson ‘Joint Statement on the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS Meeting on 

Iraq and Syria’ (9 February 2026) link; Office of the Spokesperson ‘Joint Statement on the Trilateral Meeting Between 

the Governments of the United States of America, the State of Israel’ (6 January 2026) link. 
90 Stephen Quillen and News Agencies, ‘Syria seeks to ‘redefine’ Russia ties, al-Sharaa tells Putin in Moscow’ 

(Al Jazeera Doha 15 October 2025) link. 
91 UNSC Meeting Records (21 August 2025) S/PV.9983 link. 
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to stabilise and restore Syria’s territorial integrity. 92  The two leaders discussed the 

Russian presence in Syria, while there has still been no response to the al-Sharaa’s request 

for Assad’s extradition.93 

China’s main concern is the rise of extremism and terrorism, especially after the 

new authority has decided to incorporate foreign fighters in the army, mainly Uyghurs 

from China, to avoid the risk of their association with other armed groups, such as ISIS.94 

In November 2025, the Syrian foreign minister was hosted in China to strengthen bilateral 

relations, despite China’s past support for Assad. This visit followed previous visits by 

Chinese officials to Damascus.95  

The ministers and representatives of the European Union and, among the European 

states, France, Germany, Greece, Italy and Spain but also Bahrain, Canada, Egypt, Iraq, 

Japan, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Türkiye, the United Arab 

Emirates and the United Kingdom (UK), on 13 February 2025, in Paris, expressed their 

wish to work with Syria to ‘Ensure the success of the post-Assad transition’, yet 

delineating a specific framework of the political process: Syrian-led and Syrian-owned, 

in the spirit of the fundamental principles of Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015).96 

Through this statement, the participants show a willingness to engage with Syria and, 

simultaneously, recognise the role of the Syrian authorities as Syria’s representatives. 

In December 2024, Türkiye’s embassy reopened in Damascus after twelve years; 

the Turkish Foreign Minister called for an inclusive government and ‘a terror-free Syria, 

where minorities are not mistreated’. 97  In August 2025, Türkiye and Syria signed a 

security memorandum to improve Syria’s defence capabilities.98 In December 2025, the 

state bank Ziraat proposed to operate in Syria.99  

Just a few days after the fall of Assad, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, 

the UAE, Bahrain and Qatar met to support the Syrian transition, stressed the necessity 

of representation in the Syrian government of all political and social forces and called for 

avoiding any ethnic, sectarian or religious discrimination. These countries also called for 

the support of the UN.100 They supported the Syrian political process, called for a unified 

army under the Ministry of Defence, and advocated lifting sanctions to help the Syrian 

economy.101 

 

92 Faisal Ali and News Agencies, ‘Al-Sharaa meets Putin as Russia seeks to secure military bases in Syria’ (Al 

Jazeera Doha 28 January 2026) link. 
93 ibid; Blanchard (n 45). 
94 Timour Azhari and Suleiman Al-Khalidi, ‘Exclusive: US gives nod to Syria to bring foreign jihadist ex-

rebels into army’ (Reuters London 2 June 2025) link. 
95 The New Arab, ‘Syria’s foreign minister begins first official visit to China’ (London 16 November 2025) 

link. 
96 Paris Conference on Syria - Joint statement (13 February 2025) link. 
97 Orestes Georgiou Daniel, ‘Turkey reopens its embassy in Syria for the first time in 12 years’ (Euro News 

Brussels 14 December 2024) link. 
98 Foundation for Defense of Democracies, Turkey Signs Military Accord With Syrian government (14 August 

2025) link. 
99 Ebru Tuncay, ‘Exclusive: Turkey's Ziraat proposed launching banking ops in Syria, CEO says’ (Reuters 

London 31 December 2025) link. 
100 Al Jazeera, ‘Eight Arab countries vow to support ‘peaceful transition process’ in Syria’ (Doha December 

2024) link. 
101 Kuwait letter (17 March 2025) S/2025/169 link; Kuwait letter (10 June 2025) S/2025/375 link. 
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In September 2025, Jordan and the US reaffirmed their support for the new 

government after the violence in Suwayda and promoted with the Syrian government a 

road map of actions to stop and prevent violations.102 

The UK was initially sceptical of the new Syrian authorities. The foreign secretary 

explained the early contact with HTS in December 2024 with the hopes that Syria will 

have ‘a representative government, an inclusive government’, ‘chemical weapons 

stockpiles secured, and not used’, and ‘not continuing violence’.103 On 9 December 2024, 

the Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Affairs, Lammy, 

made clear UK priorities: ‘protecting all civilians, including, of course, minorities (…) 

The second priority is securing an inclusive, negotiated political settlement (…) The final 

priority is preventing escalation into the wider region’.104 After the coastal violence in 

March 2025, the Under Secretary of State, Falconer, declared that ‘anyone seeking a role 

in governing Syria should demonstrate a commitment to the protection of human rights, 

unfettered access for humanitarian aid and the safe destruction of chemical weapons 

stockpiles, and combat terrorism and extremism’.105 On 31 March 2026, al-Sharaa visited 

the UK for the first time and met the UK Prime Minister Starmer, another sign of Syria’s 

attempt to rebuild trust and cooperation, as already shown by the reopening of the Syrian 

embassy in London after 13 years. The Prime Minister welcomed Syrian collaboration on 

counterterrorism and hoped to make progress on the return of Syrian refugees.106  

Looking at the European Union, there are some recurrent recommendations in the 

statements, such as respect for international human rights law (IHRL) and humanitarian 

law (IHL), the inclusiveness of the political process, in the spirit of UNSC Resolution 

2254 in accordance with the will of the Syrians, transitional justice and reconciliation, 

economic support for Syria, its independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity, and 

the (voluntary) return of refugees when security conditions are met.107 The suspension 

and lifting of sanctions are used to further engage with Syria in support of an inclusive 

transition, with a gradual approach based on the situation on the ground.108 After the 

March violent events, the EU condemned the attacks from the pro-Assad militia and the 

crimes committed against civilians, allegedly by affiliates with the security forces of the 
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2025) link; Maggie Michael, ‘Syrian forces massacred 1,500 Alawites. The chain of command led to Damascus’ 

(Reuters London 30 June 2025) link. 
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transitional authorities. As a pattern used by the EU, the statements firstly list the positive 

steps taken by the new transitional government, then they call for investigations, 

prosecutions, and measures to prevent further violence, alongside respect for IHRL and 

IHL. Lastly, as a reminder, they emphasise that the suspension of the restrictive measures 

is ‘part of a gradual, reversible approach’,109 thus using sanctions as a possible lever for 

broader respect for international law. The EU made clear that it is ‘ready to engage with 

the transitional government in regional and multilateral fora, including to promote 

effective multilateralism and a rules-based international order with the United Nations at 

its core’, and it calls on the international community to intensify financial and political 

support. 110  Concerns grew after new episodes of violence began in April 2025 and 

continued until July 2025, as the Union’s diplomatic language shifted toward imperatives 

and stressed the urgency of effective measures.111  

At the UN level, the engagement with the new Syrian government was swift and 

resulted in the delisting of HTS and its leader as terrorists. 

On 19 December 2024, the UNGA referred to counter terrorism operations against 

(among others) HTS for their continued gross, systematic and widespread abuses of 

human rights, including the rights of women and children, and violations of IHL.112 On 

24 September 2025, al-Sharaa was the first Syrian president to speak at the UN General 

Assembly in decades. 113  On 22 December 2025, the General Assembly ‘Affirm[ed] 

support for the Syrian people in their pursuit of a peaceful, representative and 

comprehensive political process, in line with the spirit of Security Council resolution 

2254 (2015)’ and welcomed the parliamentary elections, the establishment of a National 

Commission on Transitional Justice and the Constitutional Declaration signed in March 

2025 and encouraged the cooperation between the Syrian government and the UN.114 The 

resolution is similar to the EU statements, focusing on respect for human rights, 

inclusivity, the fight against impunity, and reconciliation.115 The new Syrian authorities 

seem to be considered the government of Syria, despite the fact that just one year before, 

they were labelled as a terrorist organisation. 

Looking at the SC, its priority is to stabilise the country through an inclusive 

political process, leaving behind years of conflict and destruction. On 17 December 2024, 

the Council president called for the implementation of an ‘inclusive and Syrian-led and 

Syrian-owned political process based on the key principles listed in resolution 2254 

(2015)’. The SC reiterated the importance of the fight against terrorism and the obligation 

to respect IHRL and IHL.116 On 20 December 2024, the SC reaffirmed its readiness to 

 

109 Council of the EU Statements and remarks (11 March 2025) link; see also European Council Conclusions 

(20 March 2025) link; Council of the EU (23 June 2025) 10688/25 link. 
110 Council of the EU (23 June 2025) 10688/25 link. 
111 Council of the EU Statements and remarks (24 July 2025) link; EU External Action Statement (15 August 

2025) link. 
112 UNGA Res 79/185 (19 December 2024) A/RES/79/185 link. 
113  BBC, ‘Syrian leader addresses UN General Assembly for first time in almost 60 years’ (London 24 

September 2025) link. For the credentials of the new Syrian representatives, see UNGA ‘Report of the Credentials 

Committee’ (25 November 2025) A/80/547 link; UNGA Res 80/114 (16 December 2025) A/RES/80/114 link. 
114 UNGA Res 80/224 (22 December 2025) A/RES/80/224 link. 
115  A similar approach was used by the Human Rights Council; see HRC Res 58/25 (4 April 2025) 

A/HRC/RES/58/25 link. 
116 UNSC Press Release (17 December 2024) SC/15943 link. States within the UNSC meeting recalled the 

UNSC Resolution 2254 (2015); see UNSC Meeting records (17 December 2024) S/PV.9817 link; interestingly, Japan 
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https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/syria-statement-spokesperson-report-independent-international-commission-inquiry-violations-against_en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4071948?ln=en&v=pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/videos/cjw7yy5l37no
https://docs.un.org/en/A/80/547
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/80/114
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consider listing individuals, groups, undertakings, and entities providing support to 

HTS.117  The same formula was used by the SC in June. 118  On 14 March 2025, the 

President of the SC condemned the violence against the Alawite community and asked 

the interim authorities to protect all Syrians, regardless of ethnicity or religion. The 

President welcomed the authorities’ public condemnation of the events and took note of 

the establishment of an independent committee to investigate the violence against 

civilians. The President recalled the necessity of a Syrian-led political process and an 

inclusive and non-sectarian government, as provided in Resolution 2254 (2015), and 

expressed concerns over the threat posed by foreign terrorist fighters.119 On 30 June 2025, 

the Thirty-sixth report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team 

submitted pursuant to resolution 2734 (2024) concerning ISIL, Al-Qaida and associated 

individuals and entities called the new authorities as the interim government led by HTS 

and stated that ‘no active ties between Al-Qaida and HTS were observed’, yet ‘Some 

Member States raised concerns that several HTS and aligned members, especially those 

in tactical roles or integrated into the new Syrian army, remained ideologically tied to Al-

Qaida. Many tactical-level individuals hold more extreme views than the HTS leader and 

interim president, Ahmad al-Sharaa’.120  

On 10 August 2025, the SC expressed deep concerns about the events in Suwaida. 

The SC called for the respect of IHRL and IHL and urged the interim authorities to ‘ensure 

credible, swift, transparent, impartial, and comprehensive investigations, in line with 

international standards’, regardless of the affiliation of the perpetrators.  The SC 

reaffirmed ‘the importance of the UN’s role in supporting Syria’s political transition in 

line with the principles of resolution 2254 (2015)’ and called ‘for the implementation of 

an inclusive, Syrian-led and Syrian-owned political process (…) This political process 

should meet the legitimate aspirations of all Syrians, protect all of them and enable them 

to peacefully, independently and democratically determine their futures’. 121  On 6 

November 2025, Resolution 2799, taken under Chapter VII of the UNC, delisted Ahmed 

al-Sharaa and Anas Hasan Khattab from the ISIL and Al-Qaida sanctions list, welcoming 

the commitment of the new government to grant humanitarian access and to fight against 

terrorism, and, at the same time, expecting decisive measures to address foreign fighters, 

protection of human rights, transitional justice and elimination of the chemical weapons 

arsenal.122  In December 2025, a UNSC delegation visited Syria for the first time to meet 

Syrian officials and members of civil society.123 At the 22 January 2026 meeting, many 

members raised concerns about the risk posed by the Islamic State, foreign fighters and 

the escapes from northeast camps. Differences emerged between states that openly 

support Syrian efforts, among them the US, and those that are more sceptical, namely 
 

affirmed that even if ‘it is premature to use concrete terms in relation to the de facto authorities, we take note that the 

current caretaker Government has expressed its will for a smooth and peaceful transfer of power’.  
117 UNSC Res 2766 (20 December 2024) S/RES/2766 link. 
118 UNSC Res 2782 (30 June 2025) S/RES/2782 link. 
119 UNSC Statement (14 March 2025) S/PRST/2025/4 link. 
120 UNSC Letter ‘Thirty-sixth report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted 

pursuant to resolution 2734 (2024) concerning ISIL (Da’esh), Al-Qaida and associated individuals and entities’ (24 

July 2025) S/2025/482 link. 
121 UNSC Statement (10 August 2025S/PRST/2025/6  link. 
122 UNSC Res 2799 (6 November 2025) S/RES/2799 link. The resolution was sponsored by the US, see Thomas 

‘Tommy’ Pigott, ‘United States Leads Effort to Delist Syrian Leaders’ (7 November 2025) link. 
123 Mariamne Everett and AFP, ‘UNSC delegation visits Syria on first trip a year after al-Assad’s fall’ (Al 

Jazeera Doha 4 December 2025) link. 
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Russia and China.124 On 27 February 2026, the UNSC Committee removed HTS from 

the ISIL and Al‑Qaida Sanctions List.125 

 

Are the new authorities the recognised Syrian government? 

Effectiveness is the main criterion for establishing the existence of a government; 

that is, the ability to exercise functions assigned to a government within the state territory, 

among them the maintenance of law and order.126 In that sense, the new Syrian authorities 

are the government of Syria. The new authorities can be considered a new government 

under the effectiveness criterion.127 Yet there has been no express recognition nor an 

express non-recognition of the new Syrian government. 128  In the case of Syria, the 

language used (‘government’, ‘transitional government’), the reopening of embassies 

after more than a decade, the lifting of sanctions, along with bilateral memoranda and 

agreements, the active participation in international fora, the delisting as a terrorist 

organisation, and the welcome at the UNGA in a very short period can be considered 

implicit recognition.129  

Unlike other recent cases, where effective control over the territory was not seen as 

the main condition for recognition and legitimacy took precedence, such as the 

government led by Guaidò in Venezuela, which was recognised despite lacking 

effectiveness, and the Taliban in Afghanistan, which were not recognised even though 

they had effective control of the territory, the situation in Syria has shifted the focus to 

effectiveness, even though states have required certain conditions and priorities to be met. 

As seen in the previous paragraph, there are common priorities among the states, such as 

an inclusive political process, stabilisation, and the fight against terrorism, while respect 

for human rights is mainly requested by the European Union Member States, and it did 

not have a real impact on the engagement with the new Syrian authorities.130 

 

124 UNSC Meeting records (22 January 2026) S/PV.10094  link; see also UNSC Meeting records (10 March 

2026) S/PV.10117 link. 
125 Security Council Press release (27 February 2026) SC/16306 link. 
126  ICRC 2016 Commentary to GC I, Article 2, para 234; Giovanni Distefano, Fundamentals of Public 

International Law: A Sketch of Internation Legal Order (Brill Nijhoff 2019) 116; see also Hans M Blix, Contemporary 

Aspects of Recognition (Volume 130) (Brill Nijhoff 1970) 642, for the existence of a government independence, stability 

and effective control are required. 
127 Geneva Academy (n 2). 
128 On the declaratory effect of the unilateral juristic act of recognition of government see, for instance, 

Distefano (n 126) 116; see also Great Britain c Costa Rica (Tinoco Case) arbitral award (18 October 1923) 381; Ti-

Chiang Chen, International Law of Recognition, with Special Reference to Practice in Great Britain and the United 

States (Praeger 1951)133; Robert Jennings and Arthur Watts, Oppenheim’s International Law (9th ed Longman 2008) 

130, 155-157; Andrew Clapham, Brierly’s Law of Nations: An Introduction to the Role of International Law in 

International Relations (7th ed Oxford University Press 2012) 156-159; Federica Paddeu and Niko Pavlopoulos, 

‘Between Legitimacy and Control: The Taliban’s Pursuit of Governmental Status’ (Just Security 7 September 2021) 

link; Ben Saul, ‘“Recognition” and the Taliban’s International Legal Status’ (ICCT 15 December 2021) link. 
129 On implicit recognition see, for instance, Chen (n 128) 189; Blix (n 126) 600; Peter Malanczuk, Akehurst's 

Modern Introduction to International Law (Routledge 1997) 88; Malcolm N Shaw, International Law (9th ed 

Cambridge University Press 2021) 393-394; Saul (n 128); see also Anne Schuit, ‘Recognition of Governments in 

International Law and the Recent Conflict in Libya’ (2012) 14 International Community Law Review 381, 388; Scott 

R Anderson, ‘History and the Recognition of the Taliban’ (Lawfare 26 August 2021) link; Paddeu Pavlopoulos (n 128); 

Seyfullah Hasar, ‘Recognition of Governments and the Case of the Taliban’ (2024) 23 Chinese Journal of International 

Law 73, 88-89; Kevin W Gray, ‘Unrecognized Governments and the ICC Redux: Could Afghanistan Withdraw from 

the Rome Statute?’ (EJIL:Talk! 1 August 2025) link. 
130 Hasar (n 129) 98; Tess Bridgeman, ‘A Dangerous Bet on Recognition in Venezuela’ (Just Security 25 

January 2019) link; Tess Bridgeman and Ryan Goodman, ‘Expert Backgrounder: Recognition and the Taliban’ (Just 

Security 17 August 2021) link. On effective control, see, for instance, Hersch Lauterpacht, ‘Recognition of 
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What emerges is a decline in the importance of the legitimacy criterion, at least with 

respect to human rights, in favour of a more pragmatic approach based on stability and 

security.131 Positive actions by the authorities, aligned with the conditions set by the 

international community, were often welcomed even when incomplete or partial. 

Meanwhile, violations of human rights and humanitarian law, despite condemnation, did 

not have consequences on the lifting of sanctions or affect bilateral and multilateral 

relations with Syria. 

In conclusion, in just one year, HTS, designated as a terrorist organisation by the 

UN, has become a recognised authority operating in all international fora, successfully 

securing the lifting of sanctions from the US, the UK, and the EU. This achievement was 

made possible through US sponsorship within the UNSC, with no opposition from China 

or Russia, and through concrete measures implemented by the Syrian authorities to align 

with the priorities of third states, chiefly the fight against terrorism.   
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