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Guide to the Syrian opposition

Nearly a year after the uprising began in Syria, the opposition remains fractious and deeply divided. 

The wide variety of political groups, exiled dissidents, grassroots activists and armed militants have been unable to agree on how 

to overthrow President Bashar al-Assad.

Several groups, however, have tried to form coalitions to unite opposition supporters in Syria and gain international help and

recognition.

Here is a guide to some of the most prominent groups.

Syrian National Council (SNC)

The Syrian National Council (SNC) is a coalition of seven opposition groups aimed at offering a credible alternative to President 

Assad's government and serving as a single point of contact for the international community. 

Its formation in October recalled that of Libya's National Transitional Council (NTC), which earned international recognition 

through its opposition to the rule of Col Muammar Gaddafi and has formed an interim government.

The SNC includes:

The Damascus Declaration for Democratic Change grouping - a movement born during the so-called "Damascus Spring" 
of 2000/2001 which called for broad democratic reform, and was soon suppressed
The Muslim Brotherhood
Local Co-ordination Committees - grassroots movements that have led and documented demonstrations
Syrian Revolution General Commission (SRGC) - a coalition of 40 opposition grassroots groups
Kurdish factions, tribal leaders and independent figures
The SNC has a Secretariat General composed of representatives of the various member groups, which elect a 10-member 

Executive Committee and a chairman whose term is renewable every three months. 

The current chairman is Burhan Ghalioun, a Paris-based academic who has regularly called for democratic reform across the 

Arab world. He has said the SNC is "an independent group personifying the sovereignty of the Syrian people in their struggle for 

liberty" and is "open to all Syrians".

The SNC's website says it is committed to the following principles:

Working to overthrow the regime using all legal means
Affirming national unity among all components of Syrian society and rejecting all calls for ethnic strife
Safeguarding the non-violent character of the Syrian revolution
Protecting national independence and sovereignty, and rejecting foreign military intervention
However, at a press conference in Paris on 1 March 2012, the SNC announced that it had created a military bureau to co-

ordinate the various armed anti-government groups in Syria. 

Mr Ghalioun told reporters at the conference that although the uprising had begun as a non-violent movement, "the reality today 

is different and the SNC must shoulder its responsibilities". He also said that any weapons flowing into the country should go 

through the council to try to avoid a civil war. 

At the time, he said the bureau would function like a defence ministry and would be staffed by soldiers from the Free Syrian Army 

(see below) as well as civilians. 
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But the FSA, the main armed opposition group in Syria, responded by saying it will not co-operate with the new bureau. The head 

of the FSA, Col Riyad al-Assad, said the group does not want any political interference and has its own military strategy.

Military issues aside, the SNC says it has a clear vision to create a civil, modern and democratic Syria, and issued a political 

programme in November for a post-Assad future. 

It has laid out plans for a transitional period, similar to those of Libya's NTC, which would see it:

Form an interim administration
Hold an all-inclusive national convention on democratic change
Organise the election of a constitutional assembly within a year to draft a new constitution and hold free parliamentary 
elections within six months of the new constitution being approved
Form a judicial commission to investigate crimes against humanity and form a national reconciliation commission
The new Syria, the SNC states, will be a "democratic, pluralistic, and civil state; a parliamentary republic with sovereignty of the 

people based on the principles of equal citizenship with separation of powers, smooth transfer of power, the rule of law, and the 

protection and guarantee of the rights of minorities".

The SNC, which is dominated by Syria's majority Sunni Muslim community, has struggled to win over Christians and members of 

President Assad's Alawite sect, who each make up about 10% of the population and have so far stayed loyal to the government. 

The council's primacy has also been challenged by the National Co-ordination Committee (NCC), an opposition bloc that still 

functions within Syria and is led by Hussein Abdul Azim and other longstanding dissidents, some of whom are wary of the 

Islamists within the SNC.

The SNC, which is trying to keep the uprising peaceful, has also found it difficult to work with the Free Syrian Army (FSA), a group 

of army defectors which is seeking to topple Mr Assad by force. However, the two groups have agreed to co-ordinate their 

operations more closely.

Western diplomats say the SNC is far from achieving the recognition given to Libya's NTC at an early stage of the revolt against

Gaddafi, and many are encouraging the group to merge with the rival NCC.

Nevertheless, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton told reporters ahead of the "Friends of Syria" meeting in Tunis on 24 

February: "They will have a seat at the table as a representative of the Syrian people.

"We think it's important to have Syrians represented. And the consensus opinion by the Arab League and all the others who are 

working and planning this conference is that the SNC is a credible representative."

National Co-ordination Committee (NCC)
The National Co-ordination Committee (NCC), formed in September, is made up of 13 left-leaning political parties, three Kurdish 

political parties, and independent political and youth activists. 

It is led by the veteran opposition figure Hussein Abdul Azim.

The NCC differs from the Syrian National Council (SNC) on the questions of dialogue with the government and foreign 

intervention.

The NCC calls for dialogue conditional on the withdrawal of the military from the streets, the end of attacks on peaceful protesters 

by security forces, and the release of all political prisoners. 

The group is strongly opposed to any form of foreign intervention that would involve military measures, such as a no-fly zone, and

would prefer economic sanctions and other diplomatic measures to increase pressure on President Assad.

"We reject foreign intervention - we think it is as dangerous as tyranny. We reject both," Mr Azim said last year.

It is the only group still calling for conditional dialogue with the government, arguing that it remains the least costly route to 

political transition.

Despite this, the NCC has refused to engage in the government's national dialogue initiative, saying that the authorities are

merely trying to buy time while they ''liquidate the forces of the uprising''.

The NCC has also been reluctant to affiliate itself with the SNC and challenged its primacy, with some members said to be wary 

of the influence of the Muslim Brotherhood on the umbrella group.
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A leading opposition voice within the NCC, Haytham Manna, has even described the SNC as "a Washington club" and said he 

considers anyone calling for foreign intervention a "traitor". 

SNC chairman Burhan Ghalioun said in October that both groups were agreed on "a complete break with the regime and are 

clearly demanding its departure". But Qadri Jamil of the NCC retorted: "The slogan 'the overthrow of the regime' is unpractical, 

unrealistic and useless."

Free Syrian Army (FSA)

The Free Syrian Army was formed in August 2011 by army deserters based in Turkey and led by Riyad al-Asaad, a former 

colonel in the air force.

At its founding, the group said it would seek to "work hand in hand with the people to achieve freedom and dignity, topple the 

regime, protect the revolution and the country's resources and stand up to the irresponsible military machine which is protecting

the regime".

Col Asaad claims to have 15,000 men under his command and that soldiers are defecting every day and being assigned tasks by 

the FSA. However, analysts believe there may be no more than 7,000. 

They are also still poorly armed, and many have only basic military training. The FSA has admitted that it is unable to confront 

directly the Syrian army, which is estimated to have 200,000 soldiers.

FSA fighters have nevertheless launched increasingly deadly and audacious attacks on security forces in the north-western 

province of Idlib, around the central cities of Homs and Hama, and even on the outskirts of Damascus

They began by using only light weapons, but now have more sophisticated and heavier weaponry that has either been captured 

or smuggled in from abroad. Improvised explosive devices have been used, while anti-tank and anti-aircraft weapons have 

reportedly been seen.

In January, residents of Zabadani, a mountain town 40km (25 miles) north-west of the capital, said it had been "liberated" by FSA 

fighters and that the army had agreed to a ceasefire.

The truce lasted for several days before troops launched an offensive to retake the town.

The government says more than 2,000 security forces personnel have been killed combating "armed criminal gangs and 

terrorists".

Since November, the FSA appears to have been much more active.

Analysts say this is because the FSA has changed from being primarily a group of army defectors carrying out attacks near the 

borders with Turkey and Lebanon. It is now an umbrella group for civilians who have taken up arms and militant groups.

The local insurgents - particularly those in Homs and Hama - are working towards a similar goal, but are believed to have only 

limited or no contact with each other or the FSA's leaders in Turkey.

Some are said to merely adopt the name "FSA" to underscore their revolutionary aspirations, their army background or that they 

are not pro-government militiamen.

The FSA leadership told the UN Human Rights Council in February that commanders in the field did not receive orders from it 

and currently made their own rules of engagement. The leadership saw its role as facilitating co-ordination between FSA groups 

and ensuring media outreach.

The council said it had documented instances of gross human rights abuses committed by members of various FSA groups.

In Homs, FSA members were found to have tortured and executed suspected members of the pro-government militia, the 

Shabiha, in retaliation for abuses committed by them or security personnel. 

Some armed civilians in Homs, including those belonging to the FSA, have also allegedly sought to kill the family members of 

Shabiha and security forces personnel to exact blood revenge, or take them hostage.

The FSA's leadership has also found it difficult to work with the SNC, which has publicly stated that it wants to safeguard the 

uprising's "non-violent character".
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However, in January the two groups agreed to co-ordinate their operations more closely through a liaison office that would be set 

up to "maintain direct communications around the clock".

The groups also agreed to devise a plan which would include "the reorganisation of FSA units and brigades, and the creation of a 

format to accommodate within FSA ranks additional officers and soldiers, especially senior military officials, who side with the 

revolution".

The SNC even appealed to the international community to support the opposition "by means of military advisers, training and 

provision of arms to defend themselves" at the "Friends of Syria" meeting at the end of February.

The FSA meanwhile agreed to form a joint leadership with the Higher Revolutionary Council, which was set up by Gen Mustafa 

Ahmed al-Sheikh, the highest ranking deserter from the Syrian army. 

The 15-member joint council would be chaired by Gen Sheikh and would "delineate the overall policy of military action in Syria", a 

spokesman said. Col Asaad would be a member of the council and the FSA would "implement the council's decisions".

More Middle East stories

Netanyahu calls for Israeli poll
[/news/world-middle-east-17975315]

Israel's Prime Minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, says he wants the country's general election to be held on 4 September, more than a 
year early.
Al-Qaeda leader killed in Yemen 
[/news/world-middle-east-17979424]

Israel rejects hunger strikers' appeal
[/news/world-middle-east-17981920]
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