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Introduction 
The Syrian civil war represents 
one of the most significant geo-
political crises of the twenty-first 
century. Since its outbreak in 
2011, the conflict has evolved 
from a domestic uprising into a 
complex international confron-
tation involving regional and 
global powers pursuing compet-
ing strategic interests. Rather 
than fostering a comprehensive 
political settlement, external in-
terventions contributed to the 
transformation of Syria into a 
theater of geopolitical competi-
tion, where military operations, 
proxy warfare, counterterrorism 
campaigns, and diplomatic rival-
ries reshaped both the trajectory 
of the conflict and the regional 
balance of power. 

The collapse of Bashar al-As-
sad’s regime in December 2024 
marked the beginning of a new 
phase. While the establishment 
of a transitional government has 
created opportunities for politi-
cal and economic reconstruc-
tion, Syria continues to face pro-
found internal challenges, in-
cluding weak state institutions, 
sectarian tensions and the un-
certain consolidation of the new 
political order. At the same time, 
the transition has prompted re-
gional and international actors 
to reassess their strategies and 
redefine their interests in the 
country. Within this evolving 
context, the European Union 
faces the challenge of adapting 
its approach to Syria. 

 

During the conflict, the EU pri-
marily relied on humanitarian 
assistance, sanctions and diplo-
matic engagement, while playing 
only a limited role in shaping po-
litical and military develop-
ments. The post-Assad transi-
tion, however, offers an oppor-
tunity for the Union to move be-
yond crisis management and 
contribute more effectively to 
Syria’s long-term stabilization, 
reconstruction and governance. 
This paper first examines the 
strategies pursued by the main 
external powers during the Syr-
ian conflict, highlighting both 
their converging and diverging 
objectives. It then analyzes the 
opportunities and challenges of 
Syria’s post-Assad transition 
and the repositioning of key re-
gional and international actors. 
Finally, it assesses the European 
Union’s evolving role and pro-
poses policy recommendations 
aimed at strengthening the EU’s 
contribution to Syria’s stabiliza-
tion and to regional security. 

Competing Strategies in 
Syria 
The analysis of the strategies 
adopted by the major powers in-
volved in the Syrian conflict high-
lights that, despite pursuing dif-
ferent objectives, they shared 
several common characteris-
tics. None of the external actors 
directed their intervention to-
ward a comprehensive resolu-
tion of the civil war; instead, 
Syria was progressively trans-
formed into an arena of geopolit-
ical competition, in which the 

pursuit of their respective strate-
gic interests took precedence 
over the country’s stabilization.1 

A first point of convergence con-
cerns the continuous redefini-
tion of strategic priorities. The 
United States, Turkey, and Rus-
sia repeatedly adjusted their ap-
proaches in response to the 
evolving dynamics of the con-
flict. Washington shifted from 
supporting political reforms and 
calling for the removal of Bashar 
al-Assad to prioritizing the fight 
against ISIS, while maintaining 
limited military involvement to 
minimize domestic political 
costs.2 Similarly, Ankara gradu-
ally abandoned its attempt at 
diplomatic mediation in favor of 
an increasingly assertive strat-
egy, culminating in military oper-
ations against ISIS and, subse-
quently, against the Kurdish 
PYD/YPG militias.3 Moscow like-
wise gradually revised its objec-
tives, shifting from providing po-
litical support to the regime to 
launching a direct military inter-
vention aimed first at ensuring 
its survival and later at consoli-
dating Russia’s presence in the 
region.4 

A second point of convergence 
concerns the centrality of na-
tional security. Although inter-
preted in different ways, all ac-
tors viewed the Syrian conflict as 
a security issue. For the United 
States, the primary concern be-
came containing ISIS without 
jeopardizing other strategic ob-
jectives, such as the negotia-
tions over Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram.5 Turkey identified the 
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Kurdish threat as the primary risk 
to its national security,6 while Is-
rael focused its strategy on con-
taining Iranian influence and 
Hezbollah along its northern bor-
der, relegating ISIS to a second-
ary threat to be managed 
through deterrence.7 Finally, for 
Russia8 and Iran,9 the survival of 
the Assad regime was essential 
to preserving their alliance sys-
tem and preventing the expan-
sion of Western influence in the 
region. 

The main differences  emerged 
in the instruments employed. 
The United States10 and Israel11 
favored a relatively limited level 
of involvement, relying exten-
sively on deterrence, targeted 
operations, and indirect support 
for local partners. Russia, in con-
trast, opted for direct military in-
tervention, relying primarily on 
air superiority and the limited de-
ployment of ground forces to 
maximize military gains while 
minimizing political and eco-
nomic costs.12 Iran, on the other 
hand, based its strategy chiefly 
on the use of proxy militias, par-
ticularly Hezbollah and other 
Shiite groups, pursuing a logic of 
forward defense that enabled it 
to expand its regional influence 
without engaging in large-scale 
conventional military opera-
tions.13 Turkey represents an in-
termediate case, as it combined 
support for rebel groups with di-
rect military interventions and 
stabilization operations in bor-
der areas.14 

The United States pursued a 
more pragmatic strategy aimed 
primarily at limiting the costs of 
American involvement while 
countering jihadist organiza-
tions.15 Turkey initially sought to 

promote regime change, but 
over time its priority shifted to-
ward containing Kurdish auton-
omy along its southern border.16 
Israel, finally, pursued neither 
the overthrow of Assad nor direct 
involvement in the civil war, fo-
cusing instead exclusively on 
containing threats emanating 
from Syrian territory.17 

From a comparative perspec-
tive, Russia and Turkey proved 
more successful in translating 
military engagement into politi-
cal influence, whereas the 
United States achieved its coun-
terterrorism objectives but failed 
to shape Syria’s political transi-
tion. Iran preserved its network 
of influence for several years, 
although the collapse of the As-
sad regime significantly weak-
ened its regional position. Over-
all, the comparison highlights 
how the Syrian civil war evolved 
into a multilayered competition 
in which regional and interna-
tional powers progressively sub-
ordinated stabilization objec-
tives to the protection of their 
own strategic interests. The in-
teraction of direct military inter-
ventions, proxy warfare, coun-
terterrorism campaigns, and de-
terrence strategies contributed 
to prolonging the conflict, re-
shaping the regional balance of 
power and creating the condi-
tions that facilitated both the ex-
pansion and the subsequent 
transformation of the principal ji-
hadist organizations operating in 
the Syrian theater. 

 

The New Syrian Political 
Landscape 
Following the collapse of the As-
sad family’s decades-long dicta-
torship in December 2024, Syria 
entered an intense yet fragile 
process of consolidating a new 
centralized political order. This 
process took the form of the es-
tablishment of the Syrian Transi-
tional Government (STG), led by 
Ahmed al-Sharaa, formerly the 
leader of the Salafi-jihadist or-
ganization Hayat Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS). The new authorities have 
sought to secure both domestic 
and international legitimacy, alt-
hough they have yet to fully 
achieve either.18 

The fall of the Assad regime 
marked the beginning of a new 
political phase for Syria, creating 
new opportunities for both the 
transitional authorities and the 
international community. Nu-
merous regional and interna-
tional actors have shown inter-
est in engaging with Syria’s new 
authorities, though often for di-
vergent strategic reasons. Gulf 
states, in particular, are primar-
ily driven by the goal of prevent-
ing a resurgence of Iranian influ-
ence in the country, while Euro-
pean states remain focused 
above all on stemming outward 
migration from Syria.19 

Despite these opportunities, 
Syria’s transition remains char-
acterized by profound internal 
vulnerabilities. Sectarian vio-
lence perpetrated by the new 
government’s forces against Ala-
wite, Druze and Kurdish commu-
nities between 2025 and 2026 
has highlighted the difficulties 
faced by Ahmed al-Sharaa’s ad-
ministration in consolidating an 
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inclusive state authority and re-
building trust among Syria’s di-
verse social and religious com-
munities.20 

Meanwhile, the main external 
powers have also redefined their 
strategies. The United States, 
Saudi Arabia and Russia have 
gradually established dialogue 
with the transitional govern-
ment, recognizing the im-
portance of supporting a central 
authority capable of ensuring 
stability and reducing Iranian 
influence in the country. Tur-
key, which had been the 
principal supporter of the 
Syrian opposition during the 
civil war and maintained 
close ties with HTS, is now 
seeking to consolidate its in-
fluence over Syria’s emerging 
political order while continuing 
to regard the containment of 
Kurdish armed groups as its pri-
mary security priority.21 

Russia has likewise adjusted its 
approach. After abandoning mil-
itary support for the Assad re-
gime during the final stages of 
the conflict, Moscow adopted a 
pragmatic dialogue with the new 
authorities in an effort to pre-
serve its military and political 
presence in Syria. At the same 
time, it has maintained contacts 
with local groups in the coastal 
regions in order to retain a de-
gree of influence throughout the 
transitional period. Israel, by 
contrast, initially adopted a 
strongly hostile stance toward 
the new government, perceiving 
it as a potential threat to its na-
tional security and as closely 
aligned with Turkish interests. 
Consequently, it intensified pre-
ventive military operations 

against strategic Syrian infra-
structure and sought to limit An-
kara’s growing influence in the 
country. However, the gradual 
realignment of U.S. policy and 
the reduction of American sup-
port for the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) prompted Israel to 
adopt a more pragmatic ap-
proach, focusing primarily on 
containing security threats along 
its northern border and closely 
monitoring the evolution of 
Syria’s new political order.22 

The European Union’s Role 
Unlike the major powers in-
volved in the conflict, the Euro-
pean Union maintained a pre-
dominantly diplomatic and hu-
manitarian role, without exerting 
a decisive influence on the 
course of the war. From the early 
stages of the crisis, Brussels 
supported the need for a politi-
cal transition and the end of Ba-
shar al-Assad’s regime, comple-
menting this position with eco-
nomic sanctions, the diplomatic 
isolation of the regime, and sub-
stantial humanitarian assis-
tance for the Syrian population 
and neighboring countries. At 
the same time, the EU supported 
the United Nations’ efforts to 
achieve a negotiated settlement 
of the conflict, promoting re-
spect for human rights, account-
ability for war crimes, and coun-
terterrorism through predomi-
nantly non-military instru-
ments.23  

However, the EU’s response was 
constrained by several struc-
tural factors. First, divisions 
among the Member States pre-
vented the development of a co-
herent and unified strategy, leav-
ing room for often divergent na-
tional initiatives. Second, the un-
derestimation of the Assad re-
gime’s resilience and of the sup-
port provided by Russia and Iran 
reduced the EU’s ability to influ-
ence the course of the conflict. 
Finally, the United States’ deci-

sion to limit its military in-
volvement further narrowed 
Europe’s room for maneu-
ver, relegating Brussels to a 
predominantly economic 
and humanitarian role.24 

Despite its limited political 
influence, the European Union 
was one of the principal interna-
tional donors throughout the 
civil war and was forced to con-
front its consequences directly, 
particularly through the refugee 
crisis, increased migratory pres-
sures, and concerns over ji-
hadist radicalization. The Syrian 
conflict thus exposed the gap 
between the EU’s geopolitical 
ambitions and its actual capac-
ity to shape major international 
crises, reinforcing its role as a 
normative and humanitarian ac-
tor rather than a strategic 
power.25 

The humanitarian situation re-
mains extremely critical: Ap-
proximately 15.6 million people 
in Syria, around six in every ten 
Syrians, require humanitarian 
assistance in 2026, while more 
than 13.3 million people face 
food insecurity. The country is 
also experiencing significant lev-
els of displacement, with ap-
proximately 5.5 million people 

 

…divisions among the 
Member States prevented 
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internally displaced. Outside 
Syria, more than 3.6 million Syr-
ian refugees are registered in 
neighboring countries, particu-
larly Turkey, Lebanon and Jor-
dan. Since 2011, the European 
Union and its Member States 
have allocated more than €41 
billion in humanitarian, health, 
education, and reconstruction 
assistance.26 

Like other international actors, 
the European Union has progres-
sively adjusted its strategy to-
ward Syria following the fall of 
the Assad regime. On 11 May 
2026, the EU announced the es-
tablishment of a €15 million 
Technical Assistance Hub aimed 
at supporting the recovery of Syr-
ian institutions by mobilizing 
technical expertise from the EU 
and its partners. This initiative is 
complemented by substantial fi-
nancial support for the country’s 
reconstruction and economic 
recovery, including assistance 
for the rehabilitation of major 
Syrian hospitals.27 

Alongside its financial engage-
ment, the European Union has 
also begun to strengthen its po-
litical dialogue with Damascus, 
seeking to move beyond an ap-
proach primarily focused on 
managing the consequences of 
the Syrian crisis toward a more 
structured and long-term rela-
tionship with the country’s new 
authorities. In 2025, the EU lifted 
its economic sanctions on Syria, 
with the exception of those 
maintained on security grounds. 
In May 2026, the full application 
of the EU-Syria Cooperation 
Agreement was restored. During 
the same period, the first EU-
Syria High-Level Political Dia-

logue was held, marking a fur-
ther step toward the normaliza-
tion of political and economic re-
lations between the two sides.28 

These developments therefore 
demonstrate Brussels’ willing-
ness to gradually move beyond 
its traditional role as a donor and 
to build a more structured politi-
cal and economic relationship 
with Syria. However, the EU’s 
growing engagement has not yet 
translated into a capacity com-
parable to that of other actors to 
directly influence the redefini-
tion of the country’s political and 
security dynamics. A compari-
son with the United States and 
Russia helps to highlight this dif-
ference. The United States rap-
idly adapted its strategy to 
Syria’s new political reality. On 
23 May 2025, the U.S. Depart-
ment of the Treasury issued Gen-
eral License 25 (GL25), signifi-
cantly easing economic sanc-
tions on Syria. The measure au-
thorized new investment, finan-
cial services, and transactions 
involving the new Syrian govern-
ment, with the aim of facilitating 
the reconstruction of the coun-
try’s economy and infrastruc-
ture. This measure was also part 
of a broader U.S. strategy aimed 
at moving beyond the Assad-era 
sanctions framework and sup-
porting the new Syrian govern-
ment, while linking this opening 
to expectations regarding coun-
terterrorism and the protection 
of minorities.29 

Unlike the European Union, how-
ever, the role of the United 
States in post-Assad Syria re-
mains more closely tied to stra-
tegic and security considera-
tions. Although Washington has 

progressively reduced its mili-
tary presence in the country, 
Syria’s stability continues to rep-
resent a direct U.S. interest, par-
ticularly because of the need to 
prevent a possible resurgence of 
ISIS. The reduction of the U.S. 
military presence has therefore 
not resulted in complete disen-
gagement, but rather in a trans-
formation of Washington’s role, 
which has gradually shifted from 
that of a direct military actor to-
ward that of a mediator and ob-
server.30 

In eastern Syria, the United 
States has adopted a more flexi-
ble approach based on monitor-
ing, targeted deterrence, and 
mediation among the actors op-
erating in the region. Washington 
has particularly sought to facili-
tate dialogue between the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) and 
the new authorities in Damas-
cus, as well as between the SDF 
and Turkey, with the aim of pre-
venting local tensions from un-
dermining regional stability or 
creating conditions conducive to 
a resurgence of ISIS. The U.S. 
strategy therefore remains pri-
marily focused on counterterror-
ism and the management of se-
curity dynamics, rather than on 
Syrian institution-building or di-
rect territorial control.31 

The rapprochement between 
Washington and Damascus has 
also acquired a significant politi-
cal dimension. A particularly 
symbolic development was Ah-
med al-Sharaa’s visit to Wash-
ington in November 2025, when 
he became the first Syrian presi-
dent to visit the White House.32 
The normalization process con-
tinued in 2026. On 24 August, the 
United States removed Syria 
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from the list of State Sponsors of 
Terrorism and HTS from the list 
of Specially Designated Global 
Terrorists, framing these deci-
sions within its broader support 
for Syria’s political and eco-
nomic stabilization.33 

Russia also represents a signifi-
cant case of rapid adaptation to 
Syria’s new political reality. The 
rapprochement between Mos-
cow and Damascus following 
the fall of Assad has been driven 
primarily by mutual strategic in-
terests. Russia rapidly estab-
lished contacts with the new Syr-
ian authorities, culminating in 
the meeting between Vladimir 
Putin and Ahmed al-Sharaa in 
Moscow on 15 October 2025. For 
the new Syrian government, Rus-
sia could contribute to the stabi-
lization of the country through its 
military presence, while also 
providing a potential counter-
weight to Israeli and Turkish in-
fluence. Moscow could also play 
a mediating role between Da-
mascus and Kurdish forces, 
drawing on its long-standing 
contacts with the Syrian Kurds. 
For Russia, meanwhile, cooper-
ation with the new government 
provides an opportunity to pre-
serve its influence in the Middle 
East and maintain its strategic 
military presence at the Tartus 
naval facility and Khmeimim air 
base.34 

Russia’s position is particularly 
significant in light of the pro-
found transformation of its rela-
tionship with Syria’s new leader-
ship. During the conflict, Mos-
cow had been one of the Assad 
regime’s principal military sup-
porters and had fought against 
forces led by al-Sharaa, with 

whom it now finds itself negoti-
ating. The relationship between 
the two countries has therefore 
become primarily pragmatic: de-
spite Russia’s previous support 
for Assad, both sides have an in-
terest in maintaining and rede-
fining their cooperation within 
Syria’s new political context.35 

The comparison with the United 
States and Russia therefore pro-
vides a clearer understanding of 
the limitations of the EU’s cur-
rent role. The European Union is 
gradually moving beyond its tra-
ditional role as a donor and hu-
manitarian actor through the 
normalization of relations, sup-
port for reconstruction, and in-
creased political dialogue with 
Damascus. However, Washing-
ton and Moscow still possess in-
struments that enable them to 
influence the dynamics of post-
Assad Syria more directly. The 
United States continues to play a 
role in security management, 
counterterrorism, and relations 
among some of the main actors 
operating on the ground, while 
Russia maintains a direct mili-
tary presence and seeks to lever-
age its relations with Damascus 
and other local actors to pre-
serve its influence. The Euro-
pean Union, by contrast, re-
mains more dependent on eco-
nomic, institutional, and diplo-
matic instruments. Conse-
quently, although the EU has be-
gun to evolve from a largely ex-
ternal observer and major finan-
cial donor into a potential politi-
cal partner of the new Syria, its 
ability to contribute directly to 
reshaping the country’s political 
and security order remains, at 
least for the time being, more 
limited than that of the United 
States and Russia. 

Conclusion 
The analysis presented has 
shown that the regional and in-
ternational actors involved in the 
Syrian conflict pursued distinct 
strategic objectives while shar-
ing common concerns, particu-
larly with regard to national se-
curity and the protection of their 
geopolitical interests. Although 
their approaches differed in 
terms of military instruments, 
political priorities, and levels of 
engagement, their interaction 
transformed Syria into the cen-
tral arena of a complex geopolit-
ical competition. Rather than fa-
cilitating a political settlement, 
the overlapping interventions of 
external powers prolonged the 
conflict, reshaped the regional 
balance of power, and contrib-
uted to the evolution of the secu-
rity landscape across the Middle 
East. 

In this context, the European Un-
ion is gradually redefining its po-
sition, moving away from the 
largely reactive role it played 
during the war years toward a 
more active engagement with 
Syria's transition. This shift, how-
ever, remains constrained by 
structural limits that continue to 
set the EU apart from the other 
actors examined, and its influ-
ence still depends primarily on 
economic, institutional, and dip-
lomatic instruments rather than 
on direct involvement on the 
ground.36 

Nevertheless, Europe retains an 
important comparative ad-
vantage in its ability to promote 
strong institutions, the rule of 
law, and the protection of prop-
erty rights, elements that are es-
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sential for ensuring a stable re-
construction process and pre-
venting renewed social tensions. 
To translate this potential into 
strategic influence, the EU 
should overcome fragmentation 
among its Member States, im-
prove the coordination of its fi-
nancial instruments, appoint a 
high-level European coordinator 
for Syria, and make reconstruc-
tion assistance conditional upon 
the establishment of joint over-
sight mechanisms with the Syr-
ian government.37 
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