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The Critical Threats Project (CTP) at the American Enterprise Institute and the Institute for the Study 

of War (ISW) publish the Iran Update, which provides insights into Iranian and Iranian-sponsored 

activities that undermine regional stability and threaten US forces and interests. 

We do not report in detail on war crimes because these activities are well-covered in Western media 

and do not directly affect the military operations we are assessing and forecasting. We utterly 

condemn violations of the laws of armed conflict and the Geneva Conventions and crimes against 

humanity even though we do not describe them in these reports. 

The US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and Turkish-backed Syrian National 

Army (SNA) agreed to extend their temporary ceasefire in northeastern Syria “to the end 

of the week.”[1] The ceasefire was originally meant to last from December 12 to 16.[2] The SNA and 

Turkey deployed artillery and fighters to the front lines around Kobani on December 17 before the 

ceasefire extension[3] SDF elements under the Manbij Military Council engaged the SNA on Tishreen 

Dam for several hours on December 17, but fighting was mostly contained to the area[4] 

The SNA and Turkey may launch an offensive to capture Kobani and other SDF-held territory after the 

ceasefire expires. The Wall Street Journal reported that the Turkish military buildup near Kobani 

includes special operations forces and resembles preparations ahead of previous Turkish incursions 

into northern Syria.[5] Local sources reported on December 16 that Turkey has dismantled the border 

wall near Kobani, further indicating that Turkish forces are preparing for offensive operations in the 

area.[6] These possible preparations come shortly after the Turkish foreign affairs minister said on 

December 13 that a Turkish strategic objective is to “eliminate” the SDF.[7] 

The SDF wants to negotiate a permanent ceasefire under which it would establish “a demilitarized zone 

in Kobani” under US supervision.[8] The SDF General Command released a statement accusing Turkey 

of wanting to seize and annex all Syrian territory.[9] The possibility of an SNA-Turkish offensive comes 

as SDF is facing widespread defections from its ranks.[10] The SDF called for Arab and Kurdish youth 

to ”join the ranks of the SDF” in a statement and has reportedly called up SDF fighters on break to help 

manage these defections.[11] 

Fighting in northeastern Syria risks ethnically motivated harassment and violence against Kurds there 

given that Turkish-backed fighters have previously committed atrocities against the Kurdish population 

and fighters. SNA fighters executed injured SDF fighters at hospitals in northern Syria and reportedly 

looted civilian areas in Manbij during their most recent offensive into Manbij, for example.[12] Such 

crimes risk upsetting Syria’s current relative stability. Some elements of the SNA, such as the Suleiman 
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Shah Brigade, are sanctioned for committing serious human rights abuses against Kurdish populations 

during the Turkish-backed operation to seize Afrin, northwestern Syria, in 2019.[13] 

 

 

 

 

Hayat Tahrir al Sham (HTS) leader Ahmed al Shara (also known as Abu Mohammad al 

Jolani) announced on December 16 that the HTS-led interim government will dissolve 

all former opposition forces and integrate them into the new Syrian Defense 

Ministry.[14] This announcement, which Shara made during a meeting with members of the Syrian 

Druze community, is part of his effort to rebuild the Syrian security sector.[15] Syrian Interim Prime 

Minister Mohammad al Bashir has similarly described plans to cohere former opposition groups under 

the Defense Ministry.[16] Shara likely discussed these plans during meetings with leaders from several 

opposition groups under the SNA, including the Hamza Division, Suleiman Shah Brigade, and Jaish al 
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Ahrar, on December 16.[17] The United States sanctioned the Hamza Division and Suleiman Shah 

Brigade in August 2023 for committing “serious human rights abuses against those residing in the Afrin 

region of northern Syria.”[18]  Shara also met with leaders from Jaish al Izza, which operates under the 

HTS-led Fateh al Mubin coalition.[19] It is far from clear that Shara can cohere the many different 

opposition groups, which have a diverse range of allegiances and ideologies, into a unified national 

force. 

HTS leader Shara has suggested that elections and the drafting of a new Syrian 

constitution are unlikely to occur in the near term.[20] Shara said that elections are 

“somewhat far-fetched now” while speaking to foreign journalists in Damascus on December 

16[21]  Shara added that “Syria has many problems” that require “patience.”[22] Shara also said that 

forming a constitutional committee is a ”long process,” implying that doing so will take some time. An 

unspecified adviser to Shara told foreign journalists that “it could be a year or more” before 

constitutional committees are created.[23] 

 

 

It is unclear what will happen after the term of the interim government expires in March 2025 given 

Shara’s comments. Syrian Interim Prime Minister Mohammad al Bashir has said that the interim 

government would end by then.[24] No officials in the interim government have conveyed plans for 

what would proceed with the expiration of the government at the time of this writing. 

HTS leader Shara continued to portray HTS as a moderate force in his foreign 

engagements likely in order to cultivate foreign backing. Western media reported that Sharaa 

downplayed the possibility of imposing Islamic law on Syria to foreign journalists on December 19 and 

said that the government will “not deeply intrude on personal freedoms.”[25] Shara noted that 

unspecified “customs” will be considered, however.[26] Shara has repeatedly tried to present HTS as a 

moderate force and continues to do so as he receives diplomatic visits from countries that have 

designated or support the designation of HTS as a terrorist organization.[27] Shara called on several 

governments to remove their terrorist designations for HTS on December 16, claiming that lifting the 

designations is necessary for Syria to rebuild.[28] 
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Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced that the Israel Defense Forces 

(IDF) will remain on the Syrian side of Mount Hermon until Israel reaches “another 

arrangement” to ensure Israeli security.[29] Netanyahu and Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz 

visited IDF elements on Mount Hermon on December 17.[30] Netanyahu and Katz held a situational 

assessment with IDF Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Herzi Halevi, Shin Bet chief Ronen Bar, and 

Northern Command Commander Uri Gordin.[31] Katz said that the IDF will remain in its positions on 

the mountain for “whatever length of time is required,” citing that Mount Hermon offers observation 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/SyriaCoTDecember17%2C2024.png
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into both southern Syria and Bekaa Valley in Lebanon.[32] The IDF seized the Syrian side of Mount 

Hermon on December 8.[33] 

The IDF continued to operate in southern Syrian towns on December 17.[34] Geolocated 

footage posted on December 17 showed IDF tanks in Saida, which is just outside the disengagement 

line on the border between Daraa and Quneitra provinces.[35] Local  media reported that IDF armor 

advanced into Saida to search former Syrian Arab Army (SAA) battalion sites in the area, including in 

the nearby town of Maqraz.[36] The IDF appears to have successfully reached an agreement with local 

Syrian officials to have Syrians gather materiel left in the area by the SAA and bring them to the IDF.[37] 

Israeli media posted footage that showed the IDF loading hundreds of crates containing ammunition 

and weapons confiscated during operations into trucks.[38] Israeli media reported on December 17 that 

Syrian villagers have asked the new Syrian interim government and other Arab countries to push Israel 

out southern Syria.[39] 

 

 

The Southern Operations Room appears to be conducting similar weapons-collecting 

operations in western Daraa Province towns. Local media reported that the Southern 

Operations Room—an opposition coalition that now controls most of southwestern Syria and 

coordinates with the HTS-led interim government—called upon residents of Tafas, western Daraa 

Province, to hand over any military vehicles, weapons, or other state property.[40] The Southern 

Operations Room set a week-long deadline for people to hand over these possessions and warned that 

anyone still possessing them at the end of the deadline will be punished, according to the report.[41] 

These weapons-collecting efforts in the western Daraa countryside appear to be distinct from Israeli 

operations along the disengagement line. 
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Neither the Kremlin nor the interim Syrian government appear sure of the future of 

Russian bases in Syria, likely accounting for Russia's continued visible preparations at 

Hmeimim Air Base and the Port of Tartus to withdraw forces despite claims and reports 

that the interim Syrian government might extend Russian basing rights. Various HTS-

affiliated sources have given Western media outlets conflicting statements about the status of Russian 

bases—suggesting that there is likely some dissonance even within the transitional Syrian government 

about its plan regarding Russian bases. The Economist cited an HTS source on December 17 saying that 

Russia and HTS have "now entered negotiations" and that HTS "has conceded that it will probably allow 

Russia to keep some or all of its bases."[42] UK-based, Qatari-owned news outlet Al Araby al Jadeed 

reported on December 16, in contrast, that sources "close to the [HTS-led] military operations 

department" in Syria stated that Russia will withdraw all its military forces from Syria within one 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Opposition Advances in Southwest Syria December 17%2C 2024.png
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month, as ISW reported.[43]The divergent HTS-affiliated reporting suggests that HTS itself has not 

come to a decision on Russian basing yet, and HTS is likely facing substantial international pressure to 

fully remove the Russian presence from Syria. EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy Kaja Kallas stated on December 16 that the EU will raise the possibility of closing all Russian 

bases in Syria "with the country's new leadership."[44] The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) 

noted on December 16 that Russia is "closely monitoring" developments in Syria and that Moscow 

believes that there is a path to a "sustainable normalization of the situation in Syria...through the launch 

of an inclusive intra-Syrian dialogue.”[45] 

 

 

Visual evidence and Syrian reporting continue to indicate that Russian forces are preparing to either 

significantly draw down or fully withdraw from Syria, however. A well-placed Damascus-based outlet 

reported on December 17 that Russian forces were evacuating their positions in Latakia (Hmeimim Air 

Base) and preparing a large military convoy to leave via the Port of Tartus.[46] Maxar satellite imagery 

from December 17 shows a Russian Il-76 transport aircraft and dozens of military vehicles on the tarmac 

at Hmeimim Airbase and dozens of Russian military vehicles assembled at the Port of Tartus (see 

embedded images below). Russia is likely adopting this tentative posture and withdrawing some assets 

on the chance that HTS decides deny Russia a continued military presence in Syria, but it remains 

unclear what HTS intends to do. 

 

Russian Il-76 transport aircraft and military vehicles on the tarmac at Hmeimim Airbase on 

December 17, 2024. Source: Satellite image ©2024 Maxar Technologies 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/resized hmeimim DEC 17 _0.jpg
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Russian military vehicles assembled at the Port of Tartus on December 17. Source: Satellite image 

©2024 Maxar Technologies 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/05_hd view of military vehicles assembled at tartus port_syria_17dec2024_wv2_0.JPG
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Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei said that Iran is continuing “any possible support 

and assistance" to Hezbollah and “Palestinian fighters” in a speech on December 17.[47] 

CTP-ISW has assessed that the sudden fall of the Bashar al Assad regime in Syria will severely 

undermine future Iranian efforts to rebuild Hezbollah and Hamas.[48] The Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards Corps (IRGC) long used Syria under Assad to move material to proxy and partner forces around 

the Israeli periphery. HTS leader Ahmad al Shara said on December 14 that Iranian presence in Syria 

has ended.[49] It is unclear therefore whether Khamenei is referring to specific material support when 

saying that Iran is continuing to support Hezbollah and Palestinian fighters. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian Bases in Syria December 17%2C 2024.png


 

10 Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2024 
 

Israeli media reported on December 17 that Israel and Saudi Arabia may normalize 

relations during the second phase of a ceasefire-hostage deal between Israel and 

Hamas.[50] Saudi Arabia has accepted Israel’s vague commitment to a “path towards Palestinian 

statehood” rather than the long-held demand for an explicit recognition of a Palestinian state, according 

to sources familiar with recent negotiations. Normalization would reportedly occur in the second phase 

of a ceasefire-hostage deal after a first phase that would entail a hostage-prisoner exchange, a cessation 

of fighting in the Gaza Strip for an unspecified period, and a gradual IDF withdrawal from the Strip. 

Israeli media provided no further details of the expected timeline of these phases. The source added 

that Saudi Arabia along with a coalition of unspecified countries and the Palestinian Authority would 

manage reconstruction in the Gaza Strip and ensure Israeli security along the Philadelphi Corridor. 

Hamas demanded that Israel stops “setting new conditions” in ceasefire-hostage 

discussions on December 17.[51] A senior Israeli political source claimed on December 17 that the 

main issue currently impacting negotiations is the number of hostages to be released.[52] Hamas 

continues to demand a guarantee that any deal for the release of some hostages will lead to a more 

comprehensive deal later and for displaced Palestinians to be able to return to the northern Gaza 

Strip.[53] A Hamas official told Western media on December 16 that Hamas has relented on its 

demands for a complete end to the war and a full withdrawal of the IDF from the Gaza Strip.[54] This 

reflects a change in Hamas’ maximalist position following a report on December 10 that Hamas officials 

are willing to accept an extended IDF presence along the Netzarim and Philadelphi corridors while still 

demanding an eventual, complete IDF withdrawal from the Gaza Strip.[55] 

 

 

Key Takeaways: 

• Syria: The US-backed SDF and Turkish-backed SNA agreed to extend their temporary ceasefire 

in northeastern Syria “to the end of the week.” Turkey and the SNA appear to be preparing to 

launch an offensive to capture SDF-held Syrian territory after the ceasefire expires. 

• Syria: HTS leader Ahmed al Shara announced that the HTS-led interim Syrian government will 

dissolve all former opposition forces and integrate them under the new Defense Ministry. This 

announcement is part of Shara’s effort to rebuild the Syrian security sector. 

• Syria: HTS leader Ahmed al Shara suggested that elections and the drafting of a new Syrian 

constitution are unlikely to occur in the near term. It is unclear therefore what will proceed after 

the term of the interim Syrian government expires in March 2025. 

• Russia: Neither Russia nor the HTS-led interim Syrian government appear sure of the future 

of Russian basing in Syria. Syrian reporting and visual evidence continue to suggest that Russian 

forces are preparing draw down significantly or even fully from Syria, however. 

• Israel: Israel and Saudi Arabia may normalize relations during the second phase of a ceasefire-

hostage deal between Israel and Hamas, according to Israeli media. This report comes amid 

indications that Hamas has softened its maximalist position in talks with Israel. 

Gaza Strip: 

Axis of Resistance objectives: 
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• Erode the will of the Israeli political establishment and public to sustain clearing operations in 

the Gaza Strip 

• Reestablish Hamas as the governing authority in the Gaza Strip 

The IDF 162nd Division continued clearing operations in the northern Gaza Strip on 

December 17. A Palestinian journalist reported small arms fire from IDF vehicles in Beit Lahia and 

Jabalia.[56] 

 

 

The IDF 84th Brigade (162nd Division) killed Palestinian fighters in a tunnel shaft during 

clearing operations in the Jabalia area in mid-October 2024.[57] Three Israeli reservists died 

in the operation.[58] The IDF located and destroyed an underground shaft that measured one-

kilometer-long and about 20-meters-deep.[59] The IDF also found living facilities, weapons, and other 

passages in the tunnel. 

The IDF continued clearing operations around Gaza City. A Palestinian journalist reported 

small arms from IDF vehicles south of Tal al Hawa on December 16.[60] The Mujahideen Brigades fired 

rockets targeting the IDF in Shujaiya on December 17.[61] 

 

 

Palestinian militias conducted two attacks targeting IDF sites around the Netzarim 

Corridor on December 17.[62] 

 

 

The IDF operated in southwestern parts of al Mawasi humanitarian zone on December 

17. A Reuters and Palestinian journalist reported IDF vehicles and tanks advancing into al Mawasi.[63] 

 

 

The IDF 143rd Brigade continued clearing operations near Rafah City, southern Gaza 

Strip, on December 17. Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) mortared the IDF southwest of Rafah 

City.[64] A Palestinian journalist reported shooting from military vehicles west of Rafah City.[65] 

 

 

Two IDF reservists when a building collapsed in Shabura refugee camp, east of Rafah 

City, on December 17.[66] An IDF investigation clarified that the building’s collapse was not due to 

a Palestinian militia attack.[67] 
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Gaza Clearing Map December 17%2C 2024.png
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A Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) delegation met with Egyptian 

Intelligence head Hassan Rashad on December 17 to discuss ceasefire-hostage 

negotiations and post-war governance in the Gaza Strip.[68] PFLP added in its statement 

that the two sides discussed ways to manage the Gaza Strip within the “framework of the Palestinian 

national consensus.” This is possibly about the joint declaration Hamas, Fatah, and other unspecified 

Palestinian political factions signed in July 2024 to form a “temporary national unity government” 

responsible for governing the Gaza Strip and the West Bank after the war.[69] Hamas said it met with 

several Palestinian figures during post-war governance and ceasefire-hostage negotiations in Cairo 

from December 1-3, including PFLP leadership.[70] 

 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Gaza Evacuation December 17%2C 2024.png
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West Bank 

Axis of Resistance objectives: 

•  Establish the West Bank as a viable front against Israel 

The IDF announced the establishment of a new light infantry division responsible for 

patrols and routine security on December 17.[71] The 96th “David” Division will be composed 

of five brigades that will operate in the West Bank and along its borders with Israel and Jordan.[72] 

The IDF aims to recruit 15,000 reservists, including at least 12,000 volunteers, between the ages of 38-

58.[73] Certain brigades in the division will draw on volunteers from local Israeli border areas. The IDF 

stated its goal for this division is to provide a “rapid response” capability to crises that erupt around 

Israeli borders.[74 

 

Northern Israel and Lebanon 

Lebanese Hezbollah objectives: 

• End Israeli operations in the Gaza Strip 

• Survive the October 7 War as a capable political and military organization with control over 

Lebanon 

The IDF reportedly demolished buildings in Kafr Kila, southeastern Lebanon, on 

December 16.[75]  An Israeli Army Radio correspondent who recently visited Kafr Kila compared 

the destruction in the village to that in the Gaza Strip.[76]   
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The IDF continued to demolish buildings in Naqoura on December 17.[77] Lebanese media 

claimed that Israeli forces approached a UNIFIL headquarters in Naqoura and established a position 

on a hilltop overlooking the facility.[78] Imagery posted by Lebanese media appears to show Israeli 

forces and armor operating from a building on the hilltop near the facility.[79] 

 

 

The IDF conducted an airstrike targeting a Hezbollah fighter loading a vehicle with 

weapons on December 18.[80] Hezbollah-affiliated media reported that two individuals were 

wounded in the airstrike without specifying whether they were Hezbollah fighters.[81] The IDF has 

previously conducted airstrikes in southern Lebanon since the ceasefire went into effect on November 

27 targeting Hezbollah fighters.[82] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Lebanon Ground Operations in the Eastern Sector December 17%2C 2024.png
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Lebanon Ground Operations in the Western Sector December 17%2C 2024.png
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Hezbollah-affiliated media published an opinion piece arguing that the Lebanese 

“resistance” must  stop Israeli military activity in Syria.[83] The piece suggested that 

intervention against Israel in Syria was necessary to prevent Israel from undertaking similar activities 

in Lebanon. 

Iran and the Axis of Resistance 

 

 

Iraqi Popular Mobilization Committee Chairman Faleh al Fayyadh stated that Iraq “did 

not and will not” interfere in Syrian affairs during a speech in Kirkuk on December 

17.[84] Fayyadh emphasized that the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) is committed to Iraqi Prime 

Minister Mohammad Shia al Sudani’s “directives and decisions.”[85] The PMF is an Iraqi state security 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Reported Israeli Operations in Lebanon December 17%2C 2024.png
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service that includes a large number of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias.[86] The PMF, on paper, reports 

directly to Sudani, but in reality, many of the militias that comprise the PMF answer to Iran.[87] 

Fayyadh similarly called for not intervening in the Syrian conflict at the height of the Syrian opposition 

offensive in early December 2024, describing the conflict as an “internal event.”[88] 

 

 

Iranian Foreign Affairs Ministry spokesperson Esmail Baghaei said on December 17 that 

Syria still has debts to Iran despite the fall of the Assad regime.[89] Baghaei said the new 

Syrian government will assume all of the debt that the Assad regime owed to Iran.[90]  Estimates of 

Syria’s debt to Iran vary widely, with figures ranging from 30 billion dollars to claims of 50 billion 

dollars spent supporting Assad regime since 2011, though no official account of the debt exists.[91] 

 

 

Iranian officials have continued to criticize perceived Turkish involvement in the fall of 

the Assad regime in Syria. Tehran’s interim prayer leader and Assembly of Experts member Ahmad 

Khatami called Turkish support for Syrian opposition forces’ takeover of Syria as a “betrayal against 

Muslims,” who “will come after [Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan],” on December 17.[92] 

Khatami also called Turkey hypocritical for its inaction against Israel after repeatedly condemning 

Israeli activity in the Gaza Strip and Lebanon. Hardline media outlet Kayhan similarly published an op-

ed, which described the Syrian opposition takeover as only a short-term win for Turkey but a 

“dangerous gamble,” on December 15.[93] Kayhan claimed that the power vacuum has allowed ”Israel 

to occupy Syrian lands” and that Israel will likely try to create a similar political crisis in Jordan that 

leads to Israel crossing the border. Khatami and Kayhan echoed Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s and 

other Iranian officials’ criticism of the ”obvious [Turkish] role” in Syria.[94] 

 

 

The United States and United Kingdom conducted an airstrike targeting a key Houthi 

command-and-control site in Sanaa, Yemen, on December 16.[95] Local Yemeni sources 

reported that the US-UK airstrike hit the al Arad complex, which hosts the Houthi-held Defense 

Ministry, and al Hafa base in Sanaa.[96] US Central Command stated that the Houthis used the 

targeted site to coordinate attacks against US Navy and merchant vessels in the southern Red Sea and 

Gulf of Aden.[97] Houthi officials have vowed a strong response to the US-UK airstrike.[98] 

 

 



 

19 Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2024 
 

 

 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director Raphael Grossi said the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) is “no longer useful” given the continued 

expansion of the Iranian nuclear program.[99] Grossi said that Iran has "developed much 

stronger [nuclear] capabilities" and is "almost at the level of countries that have nuclear weapons." 

Grossi noted that the IAEA, United States, China, Russia, and European Union will have to ”define a 

system that serves the new Iranian reality." The IAEA reported in November 2024 that Iran continues 

to develop its nuclear program outside the parameters of the JCPOA.[100] The IAEA report stated that 

Iran had 182.3 kg of enriched uranium up to 60 percent as of October 26, 2024, which is equivalent to 

4.37 significant quantities.[101] The IAEA defines a significant quantity as the “approximate amount of 

nuclear material for which the possibility of manufacturing a nuclear explosive device cannot be 

excluded.”[102] These technical developments are especially noteworthy given recent statements from 

senior Iranian officials encouraging Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei to revoke his 2003 fatwa 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Houthi CoT in Yemen December 17%2C 2024.png
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banning the production and use of nuclear weapons.[103] 

 

 

The Iran Update provides insights into Iranian and Iranian-sponsored activities abroad that 

undermine regional stability and threaten US forces and interests. It also covers events and trends 

that affect the stability and decision-making of the Iranian regime. The Critical Threats Project (CTP) 

at the American Enterprise Institute and the Institute for the Study of War (ISW) provides these 

updates regularly based on regional events. 

CTP-ISW defines the “Axis of Resistance” as the unconventional alliance that Iran has cultivated in 

the Middle East since the Islamic Republic came to power in 1979. This transnational coalition is 

comprised of state, semi-state, and non-state actors that cooperate to secure their collective interests. 

Tehran considers itself to be both part of the alliance and its leader. Iran furnishes these groups with 

varying levels of financial, military, and political support in exchange for some degree of influence or 

control over their actions. Some are traditional proxies that are highly responsive to Iranian 

direction, while others are partners over which Iran exerts more limited influence. Members of the 

Axis of Resistance are united by their grand strategic objectives, which include eroding and eventually 

expelling American influence from the Middle East, destroying the Israeli state, or both. Pursuing 

these objectives and supporting the Axis of Resistance to those ends have become cornerstones of 

Iranian regional strategy. 
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