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t he situation in syria has gone from bad to worse. united Nations (uN) observers have 

been unable to do more than report on numerous violations of the uN security Council 

(uNsC)–sponsored ceasefire as well as atrocities committed against civilians. the authori-

ties restrict their movements, threaten their security, and interfere with their communications. 

the syrian government continues to use artillery, helicopter gunships, and paramilitary shabiha 

(loosely translated as “thugs”) against peaceful protesters as well as armed insurgents. the Free 

syrian army and other insurgent forces control at least some territory and are attacking syrian 

security forces and installations.1 unknown assailants have committed a series of bombings 

against government offices and assassinated senior defense figures. arms are flowing to the gov-

ernment from russia while saudi arabia and Qatar are supplying the Free syrian army.

Former uN secretary-General Kofi annan’s plan looks doomed, but it is still not too early to 

begin thinking about what syria is going to look like postwar, assuming Bashar al-asad eventually 

falls and a transition toward democracy begins. a year or two of lead time is not too early to begin 

planning. how the transition occurs will depend a good deal on the particular circumstances in 

which it takes place. an opposition military victory, a palace coup, and a negotiated turnover of 

power would look dramatically different, especially in the initial stages. this path dependency 

should not prevent analysis of the ultimate objectives and issues that will likely arise in trying to 

reach them. Working backward from the endstate eliminates some of the complexity associated 

with path dependency and allows a more farsighted and strategic approach to issues that are too 

often reduced to sequencing or other tactical details that cannot necessarily be decided in advance.

unification of the syrian opposition around a clear set of democratic transition goals and 

the organization needed to achieve them could provide the kind of cohesion that has been sorely 

lacking so far.2 once the goals are determined, some division of labor is appropriate. It would 

be particularly useful for expatriates to focus on longer term transition, as the opposition inside 

syria will have difficulty focusing on anything more than tomorrow’s most urgent security and 

humanitarian requirements. this division of labor was at least partially productive in Libya, 
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where the stabilization team worked abroad 

even while the fight against the Muammar 

Qadhafi regime continued. expatriates will 

also have an advantage in dealing with the 

international community, if only because 

communication with the multination “Friends 

of the syrian People,” as well as international 

organizations, will be easier for those located 

abroad. the expatriate Future of Iraq project, 

which the u.s. state Department conducted in 

advance of the Iraq invasion, might have been 

useful had the Pentagon been more receptive. 

But ultimately, people who have lived under 

the asad regime will want to determine the 

country’s transition path.

Mine is not the first effort to consider 

future scenarios in syria, nor will it be the 

last. I focus here on the situation inside syria. 

Patrick Clawson has considered the regional 

implications of a democratic transition and 

other scenarios.3 others have worried about 

the divided opposition—whether it can lead 

a transition and if so, to what.4 they have 

also outlined immediate steps to begin to 

establish security, rule of law, democracy, and 

transitional justice.5 the focus in this article 

is on longer term objectives associated with 

a transition to democracy and the medium-

term measures (the next 1–3 years) needed to 

achieve them.

as we know from Iraq and afghanistan, 

postwar failures can absorb resources and 

shape outcomes as much as wartime events. 

We are seeing that happen also in Libya, 

where wartime militias are refusing to dis-

arm or put themselves under central com-

mand, weakening the new government 

and slowing—perhaps even derailing—the 

transition to democracy. syria has a diverse 

population and displays many of the warning 

signs associated with mass atrocity following 

political upheavals.6 Its transition is likely to 

be no easier than those in tunisia, Libya, 

egypt, and Yemen. It may be a good deal 

more difficult.

ever y postwar situat ion is unique. 

Context matters. syrians, not foreigners, 

should make the key decisions. the syrian 

National Council, in a statement that has not 

generated dissent and appears to represent 

consensus, has laid out a broad goal for the 

transition in its National Covenant for a New 

syria: “syria is a civil, democratic, pluralis-

tic, independent and free state. as a sover-

eign country, it will determine its own future 

based only on the collective will of its people. 

sovereignty will belong in its entirety only to 

the syrian people who will exercise it through 

democracy.”7 Within this overall objective, 

it is instructive to explore some of the main 

issues—using a framework that spans these 

endstates—for a successful democratic revo-

lution:

■■ safe and secure environment

■■ rule of law

■■ stable governance

■■ sustainable economy

■■ social well-being.8

Safe and Secure environment

this is job number one in many postwar envi-

ronments and will certainly be the top priority 

in syria. No matter how the war ends, there 

will be several armed forces in the country: 

the syrian army, the shabiha (armed but not 

uniformed regime paramilitaries), the vari-

ous internal security services, the police, and 

the disparate units of the resistance, usually 

but not always going by the appellation Free 
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syrian army.9 a stay-behind operation, such 

as the one conducted by saddam hussein’s 

Fedayeen in Iraq, is likely and would proba-

bly have Iranian support. the mainly alawite 

shabiha would be the likely vector for a post-

war insurgency.

If serious post-asad slaughter is to be 

avoided, the pro- and anti-regime forces will 

have to be kept separate, at least for a time. 

they will then have to be at least partly dis-

armed, demobilized, and reintegrated—with 

some of them going into a new army, some 

into other security forces, and some into 

civilian life, including prosecution of human 

rights abusers. It is difficult to see how sepa-

ration of various forces can be accomplished 

without a substantial peacekeeping force, one 

that would assist the transition administra-

tion not only in disarming, demobilizing, and 

reintegrating but also in reforming the secu-

rity forces—that is, security sector reform. this 

will be a multiyear effort leading eventually 

to restoration of the state’s monopoly on the 

legitimate use of violence.

Postwar environments often require 

police forces with more substantial firepower 

and manpower than are normally available 

to police on the beat in peacetime situa-

tions. these “constabulary” or “gendarmerie” 

forces, which are trained and equipped to act 

in “formed” police units of about 100 para-

militaries, will likely have to be supplied 

internationally at first. their roles may include 

prevention of rioting and ethnic cleansing, 

confrontation with armed militias or spoilers, 

protection of vital infrastructure, and other 

internal security functions where enhanced 

capabilities are needed.

one particular problem will preoccupy 

the americans: dealing with syria’s weap-

ons of mass destruction (WMDs). although 

thought to be mainly chemical weapons, 

syria’s WMDs are likely also to include nuclear 

and biological material. special arrange-

ments will need to be made to ensure that 

this material does not get into black market 

circulation.10 of additional concern to both 

the americans and syria’s neighbors will be 

other sensitive weapons such as MaNPaDs 

(man-portable air defense systems), antitank 

missiles, and heavy machineguns. We are fac-

ing problems with the circulation of arms of 

these sorts from Libya in the sahel and else-

where. syria will be no less problematic. Its 

neighbors—especially Iraq and turkey—will 

want the postwar regime to ensure that these 

arms do not get into the hands of their own 

domestic insurgents (mainly sunnis in Iraq 

and Kurds in turkey). Israel will also have rea-

son to be concerned. Weapons collection in 

the aftermath of war is always difficult. Young 

men do not give up their arms readily. only 

once a safe and secure environment is estab-

lished under new and less abusive security 

forces can the new authorities hope to disarm 

the general population.

rule of law

syria has police, prosecutors, judiciary, and 

prisons, but they have been subservient to an 

autocratic and abusive regime for the past 40 

years. the legal frameworks under which they 

have operated since the mid-1960s, which 

include “exceptional” laws and courts oper-

ating outside the constitutional framework, 

only once a safe and secure environment is 
established under new and less abusive security 
forces can the new authorities hope to disarm  
the general population
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will have to be dismantled.11 the personnel 

will need to be vetted by a transition regime, 

the worst human rights abusers weeded out, 

and new people trained to take their places. 

Police are especially problematic in postwar 

situations; it is impossible to do without 

them, but at least some of them are likely to 

be deeply implicated in abusing the popula-

tion. Whether to vet and retrain, or start a 

new police force from scratch, is an impor-

tant decision. establishment of a judiciary 

that is independent of executive and legisla-

tive power as well as impartial in applying law 

based on respect for human rights will be a 

major responsibility during the transition to 

democracy.12

treatment of former regime persons 

is an important issue, especially if many 

share a distinct minority ethnic or sectar-

ian background. Big shots are particularly 

problematic. Will they be tried in syria, as 

was done in Iraq, or will they be transferred 

to the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

in the hague? Most countries prefer to try 

their own people, especially those who want 

to apply the death penalty, an option that 

is not available at the ICC. ensuring trans-

parent and fair treatment of alawites will be 

especially challenging, since they provided 

mainstays of the asad regime, even if some 

have joined the revolution. some Druze and 

Christians will also be suspect. Not everyone 

will want to distinguish between those who 

benefited from the regime and those who 

did not. as the Public International Law and 

Policy Group notes, establishing clear crite-

ria for who will be prosecuted and how, even 

before the fall of the regime, could be help-

ful in gaining support from those who are 

trying to decide now whether to support the 

opposition.13

the question of compensation for vic-

tims of the regime, including for misappro-

priated property as well as human rights 

violations, will need to be decided in due 

course. there are many different precedents. 

It is easy for expectations to grow inordi-

nately. their disappointment can be a serious 

political problem, so deciding on principles 

and a process that is clear and understand-

able is important, even if early compensation 

or restoration of property is impossible. It 

will likely take years and even decades before 

all the claims and counterclaims are defini-

tively settled.

Notably, the question of shariah, which 

has arisen in tunisia, Libya, and egypt, is 

not even mentioned in a 2007 review of 

political Islam in syria.14 Nor does it appear 

in the National Covenant for a New syria.15 

Nevertheless, for many Islamists—and in 

particular for the Muslim Brotherhood that is 

said to strongly influence the syrian National 

Council—rule of law necessarily entails 

implementation of some form of Islamic jus-

tice, or justice based on Islamic principles.16 

Precisely what this means has varied widely 

in different countries and under different 

regimes, but the issue will likely arise, along 

with the status of women. the questions of 

shariah and the status of women are par-

ticularly problematic in a multiconfessional 

society such as syria where significant por-

tions of the population may not view sha-

riah—whatever its specific meaning—as part 

of their cultural tradition.

Stable Governance

syria, unlike Libya, has fully developed state 

institutions that will in principle be at the 

disposal of whoever takes over. state ser-

vices, which in syria include water, electricity, 
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education, health, and food subsidies among 

other things, will presumably continue their 

operations as best they can until decisions are 

made otherwise. But an autocratic state such as 

syria is unused to the demands for openness, 

responsiveness, and efficiency that will quickly 

arise. Government employees may be even 

more sullen and resistant than usual. Keeping 

expectations down and performance of state 

institutions up is vital.

While some may hope that the syrian 

army will push asad out and guide the tran-

sition, egypt illustrates how problematic 

military control of a political revolution can 

be.17 the syrian army will have substantial 

interests of its own to protect, including eco-

nomic interests and impunity for acts com-

mitted under the asad regime. If it takes over, 

it cannot be relied on to move in a demo-

cratic direction, or to do so with conviction. 

even more than in egypt, the syrian army 

has acted as an instrument of the autocracy, 

committing many of the worst abuses. anti-

regime syrians would see an army takeover 

as a change in window dressing, from which 

the networks that supported the asads would 

continue to benefit.

a civilian-led transition in a country 

wracked by war is no panacea either, as we 

have seen in Libya where the nominal civil-

ian leaders have often played second fiddle to 

revolutionary militias. But let us assume that 

the syrian National Council, or maybe some 

umbrella organization that encompasses it, 

becomes the de facto governing authority 

in the aftermath of asad’s exit. Whoever it 

is will need to lay out a process quickly for 

revising or replacing the constitution (the 

latest one supposedly approved in a referen-

dum on February 26, 2012), electing a new 

president and a serious parliament—the one 

supposedly elected in May 2012 is a sham—

as well as new officials at the provincial and 

local levels. the covenant does not establish 

the order and timing of these essential steps.18 

the order is important, as is transparency and 

breadth of participation. Best practice nowa-

days calls for a broad consultative or represen-

tative process in preparing the constitution 

and electoral laws.19 achieving this can be 

difficult in postwar conditions. temporary 

arrangements may be required, allowing time 

for a more deliberative process.

the syrian revolution has generated a 

remarkable array of local revolutionary coun-

cils and coordination committees. It would be 

wise to consider building local governance on 

their initiative, empowering them to organize 

elections and begin the reconstruction of gover-

nance from the grassroots up rather than from 

Damascus down. Local before national elec-

tions provide a way to test the electoral mech-

anism and see who is beginning to emerge 

politically. In addition, local elections are more 

often fought on issues and personalities rather 

than identity or ideology. In a society likely to 

be plagued by sectarian and ethnic division, 

focusing initially on local issues would provide 

an opportunity to build political parties driven 

more by economic and social needs than by 

ideological and sectarian wants.

Sustainable economy

syria has big problems in this department, 

largely due to excessive state involvement in a 

less-than-thriving economy.20 oil production 

local before national elections provide a way  
to test the electoral mechanism and see who is 
beginning to emerge politically
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is declining and likely will continue in that 

direction even with foreign help. some finan-

cial assets are frozen abroad and can be repa-

triated, but that process is often slow. While 

the stock of public debt is not large, the bud-

get deficit is high and rising, as is inflation. 

Credit has dried up. Foreign currency reserves 

have been plummeting. the currency is col-

lapsing. Income disparities have been widen-

ing, and the poor have tended to support the 

revolution. half the population is younger 

than 25. unemployment is dramatically high 

(likely 20–30 percent).

any transition regime will be broke and 

face difficult economic issues: whether to 

continue subsidies (in particular to food and 

fuel), whether to keep the syrian pound or 

replace it with a new currency, whether to try 

to slow inflation, what to do about foreign 

debt, and how to reverse the privatizations 

and other economic privileges granted to 

regime cronies that have aroused enormous 

popular resentment. all this will need to be 

decided with the general population clam-

oring for jobs and continued state support. 

Disentangling the networks that bind elite 

business actors to state officials through ill-

gotten wealth will be difficult. even outside 

the inner circle of the regime, the economy is 

dominated by businessmen, many of whom 

have so far refused to join or support the 

opposition. this will not be forgotten and 

will fuel a great deal of resentment that could 

make economic stability difficult to attain.21

While there may be some frozen assets 

that can be repatriated quickly, syria will likely 

face a much more difficult financial situation 

than oil-rich Libya—one more like egypt and 

tunisia. Quick international action to make 

resources available to syria will be vital. the 

syrian National Council has initiated planning 

for a “Marshall syrian recovery Plan” through 

the Working Group on economic recovery 

and Development, a Friends of the syrian 

People group that is expected to provide funds 

to rebuild syria.22 anticipated initial needs 

amount to $11.5 billion to stop the currency 

from collapsing and to pay public sector work-

ers’ salaries.23

Social well-being

there will be massive requirements for imme-

diate humanitarian assistance in homs, hama, 

Idlib, and other population centers the syrian 

army has been attacking for the better part of a 

year. Food, shelter, and medical assistance are 

the obvious priorities.

In addition, syria harbored approxi-

mately 1 million refugees from Iraq, more 

than 400,000 Palestinians, and more than 

300,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) 

even before last year’s fighting (many from 

Golan).24 the number of IDPs will now be 

much higher, and several hundred thou-

sand syrians are currently refugees in turkey, 

Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq.

sectarian and ethnic tensions will be evi-

dent quickly. alawites will be at immediate risk 

as will Druze and Christians who have bene-

fited from regime privileges. Kurds are unlikely 

to be resented as they have suffered discrimina-

tion and worse under the asad regime, but it 

is not clear to what extent they will lend sup-

port to any transition, which arabs will neces-

sarily dominate. the syrian National Council 

Syria will have to design accountability and 
reconciliation mechanisms that satisfy some of 

the craving for justice without preventing the 
government and society from moving forward
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recently elected a Kurd as its leader, but the 

syrian Kurdish National Council remains sep-

arate, at least for now. ensuring Kurdish and 

other minority representation in the transition 

is vital to overcoming the fears, resistance, and 

centrifugal forces to which it will give rise.

Looking longer term, syria will have to 

decide how to deal with the legacy of the 

asad regime, and in particular it must design 

accountability and reconciliation mechanisms 

that satisfy at least some of the craving for jus-

tice without preventing the government and 

society from moving forward. egypt has not 

been successful at this, and the process has not 

even begun in Libya.

Bottom line

this catalogue only scratches the surface 

in describing the problems that will arise 

in a post-asad transition to a more open 

society. While syrians should lead, it is clear 

that a good deal of outside assistance will 

be required: financial, economic, technical, 

operational, military, and legal. It is hard to 

picture all this being managed without a sub-

stantial foreign presence, including peacekeep-

ing forces to relieve the new authorities of the 

burden of maintaining a safe and secure envi-

ronment while they focus on the many other 

matters requiring urgent attention. Planning 

may have begun for a uN/arab League force, 

which would be the logical follow-on from 

Kofi annan’s uN/arab League mediation effort.

syria is a big country of over 22 mil-

lion people, albeit not as populous as Iraq or 

afghanistan. any serious international peace-

keeping/building effort would still require, 

even with permissive conditions, on the order 

of 50,000 troops and police. a significant 

portion might be syrian, provided units can 

Syrian soldier aims Chinese aK-47 assault rifle and wears Soviet nBC warfare mask during operation 
Desert Shield
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be found that did not participate actively in 

asad’s repression. the international actors 

will not be easy to find and, of course, the 

transition authorities will need to invite them 

in.25 this will be over and above a substantial 

international civilian effort, first for human-

itarian relief and eventually to support the 

syrians as they find their own way politically 

and economically.

Who can provide the forces required? the 

North atlantic treaty organization is out of 

the question—neither europe nor the united 

states would be prepared to consider the 

proposition for financial and political reasons. 

the arab League has never done this kind of 

operation. It is time for them to figure out how, 

with help from turkey and some others. But 

both arab League and turkish troops will be 

overwhelmingly sunni, which will not reassure 

alawites and other syrian minorities. It is dif-

ficult to picture Lebanese or Bahraini forces, 

which are at least in part shia, playing more 

than bit parts. Iraqi forces are preoccupied with 

their own country’s challenges. russia might 

be willing, but Moscow’s position during the 

revolution will be widely resented. Indonesia? 

republic of the Philippines? raising the forces 

for any substantial international presence in 

post-asad syria is going to be extraordinarily 

difficult.

these requirements arise in the best of all 

possible worlds, where syria is moving more 

or less decisively in a more democratic direc-

tion. But be careful what you wish for. Post-

asad syria will be no picnic. PRISM
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