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Executive summary of political developments:

The visit of the Syrian President, Bashar al-Assad, to the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) was one of the most prominent events in March. 

March also saw widespread popular demonstrations to commemorate the elev-
enth anniversary of the Syrian revolution.

In March, no international officials visited the Syrian capital, Damascus, with 
the exception of the Iranian Foreign Minister. The visit was aimed at containing the 
impact of the UAE’s increasing rapprochement towards the Syrian regime while 
Russia is preoccupied with its invasion of Ukraine.

The Syrian opposition made a number of minor reforms to its organization, the 
National Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces. These internal 
changes came at a time when efforts by the UN envoy, Geir Pedersen, to bring 
about a political settlement during the seventh round of the Syrian Constitutional 
Committee failed once again, due to the intransigence of the Syrian regime and 
attempts by the government’s delegation to derail the whole process. Talks con-
cluded on March 22 in Geneva without achieving any substantial breakthrough.

The United States reiterated its position against the Syrian regime’s integration 
into the international communtiy, and stands by the work of the Constitutional 
Committee and the delivery of aid across the border. The US made no attempt 
however, to hold the regime accountable for any of the crimes it has committed 
over the past eleven years.

With regards to Arab states, despite welcoming Bashar al-Assad during a brief 
stopover to the Emirates in breach of the international isolation put in place against 
the regime since the start of the revolution in 2011, conditions were not considered 
to be conducive for Syria’s return to the Arab League.

In Europe, several European capitals expressed their support for the Syrian rev-
olution on its eleventh anniversary, despite the preoccupation of European states 
with the repercussions of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Some European states di-
rectly linked the crimes being carried out by the Russian army in Ukraine to those 
it has committed in Syria since 2015 when Russian forces first intervened in order 
to prop up the regime of Bashar al-Assad.
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During the month of March, several political developments occurred, the most 
prominent of which we review in this report.

American policy

In March, the US administration reaffirmed its objectives in Syria, the most no-
table of which was to prevent the Syrian regime’s reintegration into the interna-
tional community, to support the flow of aid and humanitarian relief in Syria, and 
to further the work of the Constitutional Committee. The US position regarding 
these points was apparent in a number of statements. In a tweet posted by the 
US Embassy in Damascus on March 28, the US confirmed that its policy towards 
Bashar al-Assad had not changed. The regime has done nothing to restore its legiti-
macy in the eyes of the international community, and is still seen as responsible for 
carrying out the indiscriminate massacre of Syrian civilians and the use of chemi-
cal weapons against its own people. In earlier tweet published by the US Embassy 
on March 1, the US said that March would be a “month of accountability,” and that 
impunity in Syria would end. This statement however, was not accompanied by 
any practical measures.

The US State Department also stressed the need to maintain the mechanism for 
delivering humanitarian aid to Syria across the border after Russia threatened to 
use its veto to stop humanitarian assistance.

On March 4, Acting Assistant Secretary of State, Yael Lambert, met with Geir 
Pedersen, the United Nations Special Envoy for Syria, to support the work of the 
Constitutional Committee in order to bring about a political solution to end the 
Syrian conflict.

In the wake of Bashar al-Assad’s visit to the UAE, the US State Department con-
demned the visit, considering it to be a step towards the legitimization of the Assad 
regime.

On the eleventh anniversary of the Syrian revolution, American lawmakers con-
tinued to exert pressure on the Syrian regime. This was evident when representa-
tives of both the Republican and Democratic parties submitted a draft resolution 
calling for the prosecution of the regime. The government was described in the 
draft as a “criminal” regime, “supported by Russia and Iran,” and denounced for 
committing crimes against humanity.
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In a report widely circulated in the US media, The New York Times published 
details of an investigation which it conducted, in conjunction with the Saydnaya 
Detainees and Missing Persons Association, regarding the sites of mass graves in 
Syria, that provides evidence of war crimes committed by the Syrian regime. Ac-
cording to the investigation published on March 16, the newspaper was able to 
locate two mass graves, which are expected to contain the bodies of thousands of 
Syrians who were killed in detention centers run by the regime.

Following frequent reports of regime-backed Syrian mercenaries fighting along-
side Russian forces in its brutal war against Ukraine, the US State Department con-
demned the participation of Syrian and foreign fighters in Ukraine to participate in 
what it described as “unjustified aggression.”

Russia

Due to Russia’s preoccupation with the war in Ukraine and the fallout from its 
invasion, there were no official visits or communication between Russian officials 
and the Syrian regime throughout March. On March 11 the Kremlin announced 
that the Russian President, Vladimir Putin, had authorized a plan to send volun-
teer “mercenaries” from Syria and the Middle East to fight in Ukraine.

The Russian Foreign Minister, Sergey Lavrov, continued to play the role of the 
Syrian regime’s spokesman and reiterated the necessity of resuming the work of 
the Syrian Constitutional Committee in Geneva on March 14. During a press con-
ference held with the UAE Foreign Minister, Abdullah bin Zayed, in Abu Dhabi 
on March 17, Lavrov confirmed Moscow’s conviction of the importance of making 
efforts to return the Syrian regime to the Arab League. 

The Arab position

March witnessed the United Arab Emirates’ sustained policy of engaging the 
Syrian regime. On March 18, the UAE welcomed Bashar al-Assad on his first visit to 
an Arab country since the start of the Syrian revolution in March 2011. In defence 
of the visit, The Permanent Representative of the UAE to the United Nations, Lana 
Zaki, said in a session of the UN Security Council, that the visit had come within 
the framework of finding a diplomatic solution to the Syrian crisis, and called for a 
more pro-active role by Arab states to resolve the conflict in Syria. 
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On March 22, the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi, Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 
shared details of Bashar Al-Assad’s visit to the UAE with the Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi and Israeli Prime Minister Naftali Bennett, during a tripartite 
meeting in Sharam El-Sheikh.

The efforts of some Arab states to restore the Syrian regime to the Arab League 
have not achieved tangible results thus far. In fact, during a press conference held 
after the ministerial meeting of the 157th session of the Arab League Council, the 
Secretary-General of the League, Ahmed Abou el Gheit, confirmed on March 9, 
that Syria’s return to the Arab League had not been discussed at the Arab or inter-
national level in either the consultative meeting, or in the ministerial meetings of 
the regular session of the League Council.

The United Nations and its organizations

Throughout March, the United Nations and its organizations failed to launch any 
activity related to the Syrian issue, with the exception of the work carried out by 
the UN envoy to Syria, Geir Pedersen, who chaired meetings of the seventh round 
of the Syrian Constitutional Committee on March 20. The meetings ended two days 
later without achieving any progress, due to the intransigence of the Syrian regime 
delegation and its refusal to engage in any serious discussion about the four princi-
ples announced by Pedersen, and agreed upon by the negotiating delegations from 
the Syrian opposition, the regime and civil society organizations. The principles 
were listed on the meeting agenda and included: the basics of governance; state 
identity; state symbols; and the organization and work of public authorities.

The European Union

The anniversary of the Syrian revolution, which coincided with Russia’s ongo-
ing invasion of Ukraine, was an opportunity for the major European countries to 
denounce Russian attacks in Syria. France, Germany, Italy, Britain and the United 
States issued a joint statement on the eleventh anniversary of the Syrian revolution, 
in which they denounced Russia’s role in Syria as well as its invasion of Ukraine. On 
March 3, the British Home Office posted a tweet on its Twitter account, which 
stated that: “Syrians are in solidarity with the Ukrainian people,” having themselves 
been “terrorized by Russian bombing for nearly seven years, and the United King-
dom will continue to stand by the people of Syria and Ukraine, and reject the ag-
gression of tyrants.” Britain condemned Bashar’s visit to the UAE and opposed any 
attempt by states to normalize relations with Bashar al-Assad.
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On March 15, the European Union reaffirmed its support for Syrians on the anni-
versary of the Syrian revolution, while human rights organizations demanded the 
disclosure of information regarding the fate of detainees and forcibly disappeared 
people in Syria, and warned of the deteriorating economic conditions for millions 
of ordinary Syrian civilians. 

Iran

Iran’s preoccupation with its nuclear talks with the international community 
corresponded to a decline in its political presence in the Syrian arena. On March 23 
however, the Iranian Foreign Minister, Hossein Amir Abdollahian, visited Damas-
cus with a notable delegation and met with Bashar al-Assad and regime officials. 
Analysts saw the visit as an Iranian attempt to counter efforts by Gulf states to 
bring Syria into their own orbit, particularly following Bashar al-Assad’s visit to the 
UAE.

Meanwhile, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard threatened to seek revenge for the 
killing of two of its fighters, in an Israeli air strike in Syria on March 7, and stressed 
that Israel would pay a price for its actions.

Turkey

There were no apparent Turkish political moves regarding Syria throughout 
March, with the exception of statements made by the Turkish Foreign Minister, 
Mevlut Cavusoglu, on March 2 during a meeting with his Jordanian counterpart, 
Ayman Safadi, about his country’s desire to organize a conference on the voluntary 
return of Syrian refugees, a policy shared by Jordan.

The Syrian regime

With the exception of the visit by Bashar al-Assad to the United Arab Emirates 
on March 18, in his first visit to an Arab country since 2011, there was no notice-
able political activity by the Syrian regime in March. The regime remains isolated 
internationally, and has attempted to break out of this isolation by meeting with 
any foreign officials in Damascus, regardless of their rank.
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On March 23, Bashar al-Assad met the Iranian Foreign Minister, Hussein Amir 
Abdollahian, in Damascus. This came after an earlier visit by an Iranian delegation, 
headed by Ali Asghar Khaji, the chief assistant to the Iranian foreign minister, on 
March 13. In early March, Bashar also met the head of Iraq’s Popular Mobilization 
militia, the pro-Iranian Faleh al-Fayyad, and with various representatives of hu-
manitarian, social and development associations and institutions participating in 
the International Ecclesiastical Conference held in Damascus on March 19.

For its part, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs continued its policy of issuing state-
ments claiming an international conspiracy against the Syrian regime. On March 
8, the regime issued a statement accusing Israel of coordinating with the Islamic 
State organization, after an Israeli bombing in the vicinity of Damascus. Further, 
two identical letters were sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the President of 
the Security Council and the Secretary-General of the United Nations, condemning 
what it called the illegal “infiltration” of an American delegation headed by the US 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State into northeastern Syria.

Internally, on March 28, the Syrian President issued a decree, tightening the re-
gime’s grip on security and justice by confronting its critics. The decree amended 
some articles of the Penal Code, and imposed a penalty of temporary detention, for 
at least six months, on anyone that seeks to “undermine the prestige of the state or 
its status,” “affects national and ethnic identity,” or works to “awaken racist or sec-
tarian strife.” There was little explanation of what was meant by “undermining the 
prestige of the state” and “compromising national and ethnic identity,” with most 
commentators agreeing that the decree was simply a pretext by the regime to si-
lence any form of dissent by the Syrian people.

On March 28, the People’s Assembly passed a law criminalizing torture, despite 
the fact that it is the Syrian regime itself and the state security services that is re-
sponsible for committing the most horrific acts of torture against detainees, which 
has resulted in the deaths of thousands of civilians.  

On March 8, popular rallies were organized in regime-controlled areas in sup-
port of the Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. These marches were organized by the uni-
versities of Damascus, Al-Baath and Aleppo, and were attended by students and 
employees following the directives of the security services. 

Elsewhere, popular protests broke out again in As-Suwayda, against the regime’s 
economic and security policies in the province, when a group of residents in the 
town of Mazraa, west of As-Suwayda, blocked the road between the town and the 
city, in an attempt to prevent a visit by the governor, Namir Makhlouf, to the area.
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Daraa Al-Balad in the city of Daraa also saw demonstrations on the eleventh 
anniversary of the Syrian revolution, in front of the Al-Omari mosque, calling for 
the downfall of the regime, and raising the flag of the Syrian revolution, despite the 
regime’s grip on security.

The Syrian opposition

From 15 to 18 March, thousands of people took to the streets in demonstrations 
in Idlib and cities north of Aleppo, to commemorate eleven years since the start 
of the Syrian revolution. The most prominent of these gatherings was in the Saba’ 
Bahrat square in downtown Idlib, and in the cities of Jarabulus, Mare,’ al-Bab, Ras 
al-Ain and Tal Abyad. Demonstrations were also held by Syrian activists and oppo-
sition figures in those countries where Syrian refugees are present. 

March was a busy month for the Syrian opposition in terms of its internal orga-
nization. Several meetings were held by the leadership of the National Coalition 
of Revolutionary and Opposition Forces to cancel the membership of a number 
of members who had stopped attending meetings and ceased all communication 
with the coalition. They were replaced with a number of representatives from dis-
solved blocs and councils.

Members of the opposition’s Syrian Negotiating Committee tried to confront the 
“step-by-step” approach put forward by the UN envoy to Syria, Geir Pedersen, and 
demanded the reactivation of the role of the “For Syria” group. On March 3, the 
members of the committee said in a statement that the approach of the UN envoy 
signifies the end of the rights of Syrian people, an undermines UN Security Council 
Resolution 2245.

The appearance of the ousted leader, Muhammad Al-Jassem (Abu Amsha), at 
a meeting between the Syrian Interim Government and military leaders from the 
Syrian National Army, sparked widespread controversy among many Syrians and 
the opposition factions, and questions the government’s intention to prosecute 
Abu Amsha, while “Al-Mouakata” remained silent.
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In a step that confirms the continuation of aid entry operations across the 
front lines, on March 30 UN trucks loaded with humanitarian aid entered from 
regime-controlled areas to Idlib governorate, which is controlled by Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham ( formerly Al-Nusra Front). The aid was delivered to Idlib via the Saraqib 
crossing that connects to the regime-controlled areas. Some Syrian opposition 
groups warned this plan only increased the possibilty Russia being able to block 
the flow of aid through borders, and would enable the Syrian regime to exert great-
er leverage, by controlling the flow of  humanitarian aid to further its own interest.

The Autonomous Administration / Militia (SDF)

In March, the Kurdish militia-controlled areas in northeastern Syria witnessed 
a remarkable event with the appointment of Muhammad al-Rajab as head of the 
Deir Ez-Zor Civil Council, succeeding the ousted Ghassan al-Yousef. The latter was 
entrusted with the duties of the deputy in the presidential body of the Syrian Dem-
ocratic Council (AANES), a position that lacks any effective power. 

Harmoon monitors in Deir Ez-Zor confirmed that the decision of the SDF, dom-
inated by Kurdish militias, came after a meeting of officials with its Legislative 
Council on March 28, in order to limit the role of Ghassan Al-Youssef, who is con-
sidered to be one of the most prominent political figures in Deir Ez-Zor, known 
for his firm stance demanding a fair representation of the Arab component in the 
Autonomous Administration.

The decision to dismiss Al-Youssef was met with widespread popular opposition 
in Deir Ez-Zor, where protests were organized in several areas of the province.

Also in March, the Kurdish militias dominating the Autonomous Administra-
tion called for the first time for the celebration of the anniversary of the Syrian rev-
olution. Harmoon observers saw this development as an attempt by the Kurdish 
militias to pressure the Syrian regime and Russia into reviving negotiations that 
establish the Autonomous Administration as a unique entity in control of its own 
areas.
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