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“We liberated the rural parts of [Aleppo] province. We waited and waited for Aleppo [city] to rise, and 
it didn’t. We couldn’t rely on them to do it for themselves so we had to bring the revolution to them.”1 
This comment by a Free Syrian Army (FSA) commander with the nom-de-guerre of Abu Hashish high-
lights the urban-rural division in Aleppo. For decades the city, dominated by its upper middle class and 
bourgeois residents, became increasingly detached from its surroundings.2 The remark also describes the 
dynamics of the conflict which stretched north from the Idlib countryside, reached northern Aleppo prov-
ince and then arrived in the city.

It also indirectly reflects the government’s military strategy throughout Syria. By the time the conflict 
arrived in the Aleppo region, it was clear that the regime was focused only on keeping control of urban 
centers and key military positions. They lacked the capacity to hold more territory.3 The rebels tried to 
hold their ground in major cities such as Homs and Idlib. By early summer 2012, the government had 
pushed them to the countryside through massive bombardments. This city vs. countryside mentality also 
reflects the fact that the government enjoys more support in urban centers.

When the conflict reached north of Aleppo, a similar scenario was underway. Locals in many villages, 
joined by defectors, formed small armed groups in towns like Azaz, Tal Rafat and Mare’. This led to the 
emergence of a decentralized network of armed groups fighting the regime presence in their villages and 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Syrias_MaturingInsurgency_21June2012.pdf
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towns. The first major clashes took place in February and March 2012. By early July, northwest Aleppo 
province, including the Azaz-Aleppo highway, was mostly out of government control. By taking weapons 
from government facilities and receiving arms from supporters through Turkey they began preparing for 
an offensive on the city.

In 2012, the FSA organized the main rebel armed groups throughout the province under the umbrella of 
the Aleppo Military Council (AMC). Most of these groups operated on the Kilis-Azaz-Aleppo axis, but 
there were also fighters in al-Bab city and in the western countryside.4 Even though the council strength-
ened ties among the rebel groups, it failed to create a clear command and control strategy. Sometimes 
coordination in northern Aleppo province did not extend beyond the neighborhood level.5 In mid-July, 
before fighting reached the city, more than two dozen rebel groups came together to form the Liwa al-
Tawhid (the Tawhid Brigade6). It became the largest group within the council and the strongest in north-
ern Aleppo Governorate.

BOX 1: Aleppo Military Council and Liwa al-Tawhid
The Aleppo Military Council (AMC) comprised two major coalitions: the Fateh and Liwa al-Tawhid. 
Liwa al-Tawhid, the larger and more influential, have three major subunits: the Daret Ezza, Fursan al-Ja-
bal and Alwiyet ash-Shamal brigades, each operating in different areas of Aleppo province. Ahrar ash-
Shamal, was the core fighting force of the Tawhid Brigade.10

The Liwa al-Tawhid military coalition coalesced in mid-July 2012 as the largest fighting force in Aleppo 
province. Although one of its leaders claimed it had 3,500 fighters,11 this number is likely an exaggeration. 
The coalition led the battle for the city.

Although rebels have often claimed clear and organized coordination mechanisms, this has rarely been 
the case on the ground. Many ideological and religious differences exist among these forces. One of 
Tawhid’s battalions, Sheikh Ibn al-Taymiyya, had clear Salafi ideas, which contradicted the official po-
sition of the AMC. The council was also unable to control the behavior of all groups under its nominal 
control. While AMC leaders claimed they followed international humanitarian law, the Tawhid brigade 
summarily executed 10 shabbiha (paramilitary forces loyal to the regime) from the Sunni Berri clan.12 
The family was known for its smuggling and other illicit businesses in the city and were closely allied to 
the Assad regime. The clan helped suppress protests in Aleppo early in the conflict and later took up arms 
against the Tawhid Brigade in July 2012.

The Tawhid-affiliated group Nur ad-Din al-Zanki was the first to enter the district of Salah ad-Din district 
in July. Gradually, Tawhid became the most influencial group in the city. It had a pragmatic policy of 
cooperating with many groups and accepting money from many donors. It openly cooperated with Jabhet 
an-Nusra (JN) and built links to the Muslim Brotherhood, which was supported by Turkey, as well as with 
Salafi funders in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.13

By October 2013, Liwa al-Tawhid had between 8,000 and 10,000 fighters and 10,000 other members.14 It 
created two foundations: Tawhid Medical and Tawhid Media. It also took part in establishing the Sharia 
Council in Aleppo.
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Before July 2012, aside from some protests at Aleppo University7 and one large attack, the city was 
mostly calm. On 10 February 2012, two suicide bombs hit the Military Security Intelligence office and 
the Public Order Enforcement Barracks. The attacks killed 28 and wounded 235, according to the govern-
ment.8 Jabhet an-Nusra (JN) later claimed responsibility.

Among regime supporters, there was a sense of invincibility. Many said the army would clear Aleppo in 
two days if there was a rebel attack.9 Elites, who mostly lived in what would become government-con-
trolled western Aleppo, once again ignored tensions that had built up in poorer districts in eastern parts of 
the city. When fighting began, rebels rapidly won control of the east of the city, dividing Aleppo. 

Weeks before violence struck Aleppo in July, talks began in Geneva to stop the spreading fire in Syria. 
The core of the so-called Geneva I meeting was the six-point plan from Kofi Annan, the UN and Arab 
League Special Envoy. The two key elements of his plan were to agree on a ceasefire and to start a po-
litical transition in Syria. The Security Council supported this plan by adopting Resolutions 204215 and 
204316. The plan was also officially accepted by Damascus on 27 March 2012.17

The first step of implementing the Annan plan was to stop the fighting. The government was supposed 
to remove military equipment from civilian areas. Based on the UN resolutions, 300 unarmed military 
observers were deployed to monitor the situation. Despite these efforts, the ceasefire was shaky and failed 
in mid-April.18

In spite of this failure, Annan’s initiative helped Russia, the United States and the opposing Syrian sides 
agree on key principles to resolve the conflict – the Geneva Communiqué.19

The communiqué set up an overall transition road map. It proposed an inclusive transitional government 
with strong executive powers; called for a national dialogue; a new legal order and free and fair elec-
tions. Given Russian and U.S. polarization and escalating violence on the ground, this was an important 
achievement. One major question remained: would Assad stay or go? The United States said he must go.20 
Russia insisted this issue should be left for the Syrian people to decide.21

The first major clash in Aleppo took place in the southwestern district of Salah ad-Din on 19 July 2012. 
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Rebels passed through government checkpoints surrounding Aleppo and established an armed presence 
within the city. By the end of July, the rebels had taken over Salah ad-Din, which was to become their 
stronghold and the main target of government shelling. There were hit-and-run clashes mainly in eastern 
areas where rebels attacked security facilities and checkpoints. Liwa al-Tawhid played a leading role in 
this campaign.

The government was poorly prepared. To stop the rebels from taking ground in the city, it fortified secu-
rity and government buildings, threw up checkpoints and blockaded many streets. It started striking rebel 
areas using tanks, artillery and helicopters but did not engage in a major ground offensive until 7 August. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/9460836/Syria-Assad-regime-launches-savage-and-barbaric-assault-on-Aleppo.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18979733
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/08/20128125840642184.html
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There was no clear frontline, but the rebels soon dominated the eastern areas.

For two weeks, the government prepared an offensive on the southwest. On the rebel side, former Syrian 
Army Colonel Abduljabbar al-Oqaidi, one of the leaders of the opposition Aleppo Military Council, said 
they were reinforcing their positions and preparing for a major battle.22 This battle started on 7 August 
when government forces launched a ground offensive, with air support, to retake Salah ad-Din. Despite 
showing strong resistance, the rebels were pushed to the adjacent neighborhoods of Seif ad-Dawleh and 
al-Mashhad due to ammunition shortages and a lack of heavy weapons.23 Government forces then pre-
pared for an attack on as-Sukkari district, a second rebel stronghold.24

The violence led to the first major exodus from the city, with 300,000 people fleeing in July and August 
to Turkey or other parts of Syria.25 In the first two weeks of October alone, Turkey registered 8,600 refu-
gees.26 The monthly death toll in the province increased from fewer than 200 people to more than 300 in 
July and it again exceeded 300 in August.27

The humanitarian situation in the city deteriorated rapidly. Amnesty International reported that neither 
side was respecting International Humanitarian Law which: 1) draws a distinction between civilians and 
military forces; 2) forbids indiscriminate shelling 3) bans mistreating prisoners and former fighters. The 
report accused the government of the worst offenses as it was shelling civilian areas.28

BOX 2: The Joint Command for Revolution’s Military Council (Septem-
ber 2012)
The joint command aimed at improving coordination among Free Syrian Army (FSA) affiliates across the 
country operating under provincial military councils. The new structure had a General Command led by 
five prominent general brigadiers and 14 provincial military councils. Aleppo Military Council (AMC), 
with Liwa al-Tawhid playing the major role, came under the Joint Command. Officially, the command 
embraced secularism, but on the ground member groups had different ideological backgrounds and co-
ordinated with others, including Jabhet an-Nusra (JN). It was short-lived mainly due to Qatari and Saudi 
competition to control the politics of the Joint Command.29

Syrian Liberation Front (Previously Islamic Front to Liberate Syria) (September 2012)

The front was the largest coalition in Syria. It included up to 15 different groups most prominently, Suqour 
ash-Sham (active in Idlib), Kataeb al-Farouq (active in Homs) and Liwa al-Tawhid (Aleppo). The coali-
tion included groups with Salafi views as well as some moderates. Although this umbrella organization 
was separate from the FSA, on the ground, most of the groups cooperated. To make the map of armed ac-
tors even more confusing, some were officially part of both the Joint Command and the Liberation Front.

Syrian Islamic Front (December 2012)

The Syrian Islamic Front, which was dissolved in November 2013, was the largest national Salafi group. 
It included 11 groups, most prominently, Ahrar ash-Sham, Haraket al-Fajer al-Islamiyeh (both strong in 
Aleppo) and Liwa al-Haqq, all of which supported a state under Islamic law. Although its proclaimed po-
litical vision of the alliance was different, it sometimes cooperated and coordinated with Jabhet an-Nusra 
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(JN) and/or the FSA against government forces. At the same time, occasional disagreements and even 
clashes broke out between the Syrian Islamic Front and these two groups.

•	 On the ground, these coalitions and alliances lived a different reality. Despite ideological differences, 
oftentimes groups from different coalitions closely cooperated with each other.

•	 Many groups joined multiple commands and coalitions at various times: the Liwa al-Tawhid in Alep-
po was in both the FSA-affiliated Aleppo Military Council and the Syrian Liberation Front.

•	 These coalitions and alliances should not be seen as coherent and well-structured organizations; alle-
giances shifted constantly.

•	 Many individual groups, regardless of coalition, maintained their own sources of funding. This made 
clear command and control very difficult.

•	 Many donors, especially Qatar and Saudi Arabia, were competing for a stronger voice in the structure 
of rebel coalitions, especially those affiliated with the FSA. This contributed significantly to the frag-
mentation of the opposition.

•	 There was a noticeable increase in the influence of radical ideologies, particularly Salafism.
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On 27 September, the opposition launched an offensive and slightly redrew the frontlines in the districts 
of al-Midan, Suleyman al-Halabi, al-Hamidiyeh and the Old City. In this way, areas under opposition 
control included the Souq al-Mdeeneh, Bab Antakya, Bab Jnen, Bab al-Hadeed, Bab an-Nasr (the latter 
four are the western and northern gates of Old Aleppo), the Aleppo Citadel and the adjacent areas. This 
frontline has changed little during the course of the conflict because neither side has committed sufficient 
ground forces to enlarge its territory. Rather, they have concentrated on fortifying their defenses. Increas-
ingly, Aleppo has become a divided city with each side developing its own administration and way of life.

Besides the government and the rebels, a third force became involved in Aleppo: the People’s Protection 
Units/Women’s Protection Unit (YPG/YPJ), a mostly Kurdish militia based in two neighborhoods in the 
north of Aleppo city, al-Ashrafiyeh and ash-Sheikh Maqsoud.30 The YPG/YPJ claimed to maintain a neu-
tral position by defending its territories against both the opposition and the government. Tension between 
the rebels and the Kurdish forces emerged rapidly not just in Aleppo but also in other areas. Rebels accused 
the YPG/YPJ of cooperating with the government in the ash-Sheikh Maqsoud and al-Ashrafiyeh dis-
tricts.31 At the end of October, opposition forces entered al-Ashrafiyeh district and clashed with the YPG/

YPJ, causing significant casualties and 
kidnapping many Kurdish fighters and 
civilians. A Kurdish official said that 
the rebels, by entering al-Ashrafiyeh, 
had violated a gentlemen’s agreement. 
The confrontation ended with a truce 
on 5 November.32

On 2 October, Syrian opposition fig-
ures established the Syrian National 
Council (SNC) in Istanbul. The major-
ity of its members were exiled Syrians. 
The SNC earned international legiti-
macy when 70 countries recognized it 
as the representative of the Syrian peo-
ple during the Friends of Syria Summit 
in Istanbul on 1 April 2012. Headed by 
Burhan Ghalioun, a Syrian academic 
residing in France, it became the main 
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Syrian political opposition at the international level.

In October, Lakhdar Brahimi, the Algerian diplomat who had taken over from Annan as special envoy 
for Syria, suggested another truce in Aleppo. Under the plan, combatants would begin a ceasefire on 26 
October, the first day of the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha.33 The early hours of the truce were promising 
but sides soon restarted the war and accused each other of violating the ceasefire.

On 29-30 September, the Souq al-Mdeeneh was extensively damaged by fire possibly due to an exchange 
of shelling between the rebels and government forces. Some suggested it was the result of deliberate arson 
by the rebels. The fire destroyed between 700 and 1,000 shops.34 On 1 October, UNESCO Director-Gen-
eral Irina Bokova said that in addition to the human suffering, the “fighting is now destroying cultural 
heritage that bears witness to the country’s millenary history.”35

On 10 October, the Liwa al-Tawhid attacked the Grand Umayyad Mosque to expel government forces 
stationed there. Within a week, the mosque had been badly damaged by fire and much of it had been de-
stroyed.36

In Aleppo, residents struggled with inflation, shortages and an exploitative black market.37 On 8 Sep-
tember, fighting destroyed one of the city’s main drinking water pipes in Bustan al-Basha.38 Opposition 
activists blamed regime aerial bombing for the damage, which they said targeted the east. Water shortages 
soon affected the whole city.39

BOX 3: Syrian Political Opposition
When conflict broke out, political opposition groups proliferated. As of the winter of 2012, two promi-
nent opposition groups had emerged: The Syrian National Council and the National Coordination Com-
mittee for Democratic Change.

Syrian National Council (SNC)

The SNC became the main representative of the opposition at the international level after 70 countries 
recognized it during the Friends of Syria Summit in Istanbul on 1 April 2012. Burhan Ghalioun, a secular 
Syrian academic residing in France, became its first chairman. Abdulbaset Sieda, a Kurdish writer and 
activist followed him in June 2012. Since November 2012, the organization has been headed by Christian 
opposition activist George Sabra.

According to its charter, the council represents the Local Coordination Committees, a grassroots, coun-
trywide network of activists who organized the protests. The Muslim Brotherhood, those involved with 
the Damascus Declaration (a group of dissidents who left the country between 2001 and 2005), as well as 
Kurdish and Assyrian representatives joined the group.40 The Muslim Brotherhood, being the best orga-
nized and numerous, dominated the Council.41

Soon, internal divisions became critical. By November 2012, it was clear that the Council could not lead 
the resistance.42 It was not only aloof from day-to-day activities inside Syria, it also had a troubled rela-
tionship with the Free Syrian Army. In November 2012, the National Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary 
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and Opposition Forces (National Coalition) was established in Doha. The Council was absorbed into the 
new Coalition. The National Coalition replaced the SNC as the main internationally-recognized political 
opposition umbrella organization.

The National Coordination Committee for Democratic Change (NCC)

Established in June 2011, it represents the bulk of Syria-based opposition groups. Unlike the SNC, its 
headquarters is in Damascus. Its members and their activities are largely tolerated by the Assad govern-
ment, which did not recognize any opposition outside Syria. The NCC charter includes three pillars: no 
foreign intervention, no sectarianism and no violence or militarization. The chairman is Hassan Abdul 
Azim. His deputy and spokesman abroad is Haytham Manna.

Despite the fact that both political bodies supported regime change, they disagree on how best to achieve 
it. While the NCC favors negotiations with the government, the SNC rejects any form of dialogue. The 
former does not explicitly demand the removal of Assad whereas the SNC has made it clear from the early 
days of the conflict that he cannot play a role in the future of Syria. Finally, the NCC rejects any form of 
militarization, whereas the SNC has an ambiguous position. Although it considers the FSA as integral part 
of the revolution and agreed to provide salaries for its fighters, it does not actively support the arming and 
militarization of the revolution.43
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Map 4: North-western Syria (November 2012)

Source: Institute for the Study of War

Towards the end of 2012, government forces held just a handful of positions in the Aleppo countryside. 
As Map 4 shows, the rebels now dominated the northwest of Syria. In early December, JN occupied the 
SYSACOO chemical factory, east of Aleppo, prompting Damascus to warn the UN that rebels might now 
be able to develop chemical weapons.44

On the western front, there were two major developments. On 18 November, several opposition groups 
took over the Regiment 46 Base, located in western Aleppo province on the Atareb-Idlib-Aleppo road in-
tersection from about 350 government soldiers. The rebels, who took al-Atareb to use it as a headquarters, 
had isolated the base by occupying four villages around it: Urem as-Sughra, Urem al-Kubra, Tal Joum 
and Sheikh Ali.45 (See Map 5) Rebels claimed to have deployed about 1,500 men for this operation.46 The 
al-Mutasem Billah Brigades fighting under the flag of the FSA under the command of defected General 
Ahmed al-Fejj, led the operation.47

Less than a month later, the government lost another important base in the west of Aleppo countryside 
known as Sheikh Suleyman. After two months of laying siege, the rebels tried to take it in late November 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/2012-11-07%20N%20Syria%20Map-9Nov.pdf
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but failed. The head of the Kataeb Nour ad-Din al-Zanki, one of the stronger groups in Aleppo, said there 
were about 300-400 soldiers defending the base but their morale was low.48 Victory for the opposition 
came only after JN affiliates joined the battle on 10 December.49 JN was not only better-organized and 
equipped, its ranks also included many experienced fighters. (See Map 5)

On 15 December, the government also lost the Infantry School just north of Aleppo city after 20 days of 
fighting. Liwa al-Tawhid led the operation.50 The government was increasingly isolated west of the city. 
(See Map 5)

In November, a new political body was launched in Doha: the National Coalition of Syrian Revolution-
ary and Opposition Forces (National Coalition). The coalition, in cooperation with Turkey, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, the United States and France, sponsored the creation of the Supreme Military Council (SMC) in 
December 2012 in Antalya. The SMC succeeded the Joint Command and enhanced coordination among 
rebel groups across the country. The rebels were divided into five operational fronts: North (Aleppo and 
Idlib), Central, Homs, Eastern and Southern.51

The public face was secular, but the SMC included groups such as Liwa al-Tawhid, which was both in-
creasingly effective on the ground and included radical affiliates.52 Even though overall command and 
control remained weak, the SMC did enhance cooperation among groups that were fighting on the same 
front. Its structure successfully included political figures such as Salim Idriss, the head of SMC, and re-
spected field commanders. The SMC was particularly influential in the Aleppo region due to its proximity 
to Turkey, which made supplying weapons easier.53
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In December, all flights were suspended from Aleppo International Airport when JN declared a “no-fly 
zone” and threatened to shoot down civilian planes, which they claimed the government was using to 
transport supplies.54
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deAth toll in 2012

Fatalities in Syria between 18 March and 20 December 2012
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights  (SOHR)

Defected soldiers 

Regular army and security forces

Unidentified deaths

Total 

Civilians

1,482

10,978

784

44,063

30,819

Fatalities in Aleppo Province between 19 July 2012 and 31 December 2012 
Violations Documentation Center in Syria (VDCS)

Rebels

Regime 

Total 

Civilians

990

478

5,684

4,216
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“We liberated the rural parts of [Aleppo] province. We waited and waited for Aleppo [city] to rise, and it didn’t. 
We couldn’t rely on them to do it for themselves so we had to bring the revolution to them.”1 This comment 
by a Free Syrian Army (FSA) commander with the nom-de-guerre of Abu Hashish highlights the urban-rural 
division in Aleppo. For decades the city, dominated by its upper middle class and bourgeois residents, became 
increasingly detached from its surroundings.2 The remark also describes the dynamics of the conflict which 
stretched north from the Idlib countryside, reached northern Aleppo province and then arrived in the city.

It also indirectly reflects the government’s military strategy throughout Syria. By the time the conflict arrived 
in the Aleppo region, it was clear that the regime was focused only on keeping control of urban centers and key 
military positions. They lacked the capacity to hold more territory.3 The rebels tried to hold their ground in ma-
jor cities such as Homs and Idlib. By early summer 2012, the government had pushed them to the countryside 
through massive bombardments. This city vs. countryside mentality also reflects the fact that the government 
enjoys more support in urban centers.

When the conflict reached north of Aleppo, a similar scenario was underway. Locals in many villages, joined 
by defectors, formed small armed groups in towns like Azaz, Tal Rafat and Mare’. This led to the emergence 
of a decentralized network of armed groups fighting the regime presence in their villages and towns. The first 
major clashes took place in February and March 2012. By early July, northwest Aleppo province, including 
the Azaz-Aleppo highway, was mostly out of government control. By taking weapons from government fa-
cilities and receiving arms from supporters through Turkey they began preparing for an offensive on the city.

In 2012, the FSA organized the main rebel armed groups throughout the province under the umbrella of the 
Aleppo Military Council (AMC). Most of these groups operated on the Kilis-Azaz-Aleppo axis, but there were 
also fighters in al-Bab city and in the western countryside.4 Even though the council strengthened ties among 
the rebel groups, it failed to create a clear command and control strategy. Sometimes coordination in northern 
Aleppo province did not extend beyond the neighborhood level.5 In mid-July, before fighting reached the city, 
more than two dozen rebel groups came together to form the Liwa al-Tawhid (the Tawhid Brigade). It became 
the largest group within the council and the strongest in northern Aleppo Governorate.

BOX 1: Aleppo Military Council and the Liwa al-Tawhid
The Aleppo Military Council (AMC) comprised two major coalitions: the Fateh and Liwa al-Tawhid. Liwa 
al-Tawhid, the larger and more influential, have three major subunits: the Daret Ezza, Fursan al-Jabal and Al-
wiyet ash-Shamal brigades, each operating in different areas of Aleppo province. Ahrar ash-Shamal, was the 
core fighting force of the Tawhid Brigade.9

The Liwa al-Tawhid military coalition coalesced in mid-July 2012 as the largest fighting force in Aleppo prov-
ince. Although one of its leaders claimed it had 3,500 fighters,10 this number is likely an exaggeration. The 
coalition led the battle for the city.

Although rebels have often claimed clear and organized coordination mechanisms, this has rarely been the case 
on the ground. Many ideological and religious differences exist among these forces. One of Tawhid’s battal-
ions, Sheikh Ibn al-Taymiyya, had clear Salafi ideas, which contradicted the official position of the AMC. The 
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