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Oil, gas to meet half of global
energy needs by 2050: Paknejad

Iran will not abandon
Syria, its people

In recent years, Syria
and its people have
staunchly aligned
with the axis of resis-

OPINION tance and Iran, with
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robust alliance with
Tehran. This strategic partnership has drawn the
ire of numerous nations, particularly the Zionist
regime and its allies. As a result, adversaries have
relentlessly sought to topple the ruling system in
Syria through various means.
Over the past decade, the presence of General Qa-
ssem Soleimani and the forces of the resistance
front, including the Popular Mobilization Forces,
Fatemiyoun, and others, played a crucial role in
thwarting these destabilization efforts. Despite ex-
tepsive backing and planning, Daesh Page8 >
failed to gain control over Syria and
was eventually eradicated, although it caused ex-
tensive damage to the country’s infrastructure.
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Hamas orders
data gathering on
captives prior to
cease-fire deal
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Axis of resilience

Israel is underestimating Iran, its allies
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. Iran: Syria's Future
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=\ Should be Decided
\ Only by Syrians

Syrian Foreign Ministry hails ‘new chapter’
in country’s history
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7\ People gather at Saadallah al-Jabiri Square in Aleppo, Syria, on

Décember 8, 2024, after Syria’s army command notified officers

that President Bashar al-Assad’s 24-year rule had ended.
REUTERS
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Iran ready

to transfer
agricultural
technology to
Uzbekistan

< Economy Desk >

Iran’s Minister of Agricul-
ture Gholamreza Nouri-Qe-
zeljeh expressed readiness
to strengthen cooperation
with Uzbekistan in areas
such as potato production
and processing, seed ex-
ports, and the transfer of
agricultural technology.
Nouri-Qezeljeh made the
remarks during a meeting
with a delegation from Uz-
bekistan’s ministries of ag-
riculture, trade and invest-
ment, IRNA reported.

He noted that the strate-
gic vision of Iran’s current
government is focused on
expanding relations with
other countries, adding
that Uzbekistan’s presi-
dent’s initiative to foster in-
ternational ties has created
significant opportunities for
constructive collaboration
between the two nations.
Nouri-Qezeljeh also ex-
pressed Iran’s willingness
to supply the agricultural
machinery needed by Uz-
bekistan, and emphasized
that cooperation could in-
clude both direct exports of
products and barter deals
involving items like pota-
toes and legumes.
Highlighting Iran’s centu-
ry-long tradition of agri-
cultural research, he said
Iran is ready to share its
experience in agricultural
research with Uzbekistan
and offer joint educational
and study opportunities for
Uzbek experts.

Speaking at the meeting,
Ibrohim Ergasheyv, the head
of plant protection and
quarantine agency of Uz-
bekistan’s Ministry of Ag-
riculture, emphasized the
importance of strengthen-
ing economic ties between
the two nations.

He stated that Uzbekistan
is determined to enhance
trade relations with Iran
and has already made the
necessary preparations.
During the meeting, Arga-
shev noted that Uzbekistan
imports between 600,000
to 700,000 tons of pota-
toes annually. He expressed
interest in purchasing the
product directly from Iran.
He also pointed out that in
recent years, indirect po-
tato imports from Iran to
Uzbekistan have increased,
underscoring the high qual-
ity and competitiveness of
Iranian potatoes.

Due to their quality, com-
petitive pricing, and large
volume, Iranian potatoes
are suitable to meet Uzbeki-
stan’s demand.

Referring to the growth of
trade in agricultural prod-
ucts, he announced that
the volume of imports from
Iran has doubled compared
to last year and reached 68
million dollars.
Considering Iran’s capa-
bilities in the field of agri-
culture, new technologies,
machinery export and Uz-
bekistan’s extensive needs
in these fields, more cooper-
ations are expected to lead
to economic development
and improvement of food
security in both countries.

Oil, gas to meet half of
global energy needs by 2050: Paknejad

0il and gas will still meet
at least half of the world’s
energy needs by 2050, said
the country’s Oil Minister
Mohsen Paknejad, address-
ing the 26th Gas Exporting
Countries Forum (GECF) Min-
isterial Meeting which was
held in Tehran on Sunday.
He called the GECF Minis-
terial Meeting one of the
most significant events in
the global gas industry, pro-
viding an opportunity for
members and experts to ex-
change ideas and strength-
en cooperation, Shana re-
ported.

Paknejad also welcomed
newly appointed ministers
from Bolivia, Egypt, Equa-
torial Guinea, Libya, Rus-
sia, Venezuela, Mauritania,
Peruy, and Senegal.

The minister highlighted
the need for balanced en-
ergy policies and warned
against a rushed transition
from fossil fuels to non-fos-
sil alternatives.

“Attempts to eliminate or
replace fossil fuels are un-
realistic and pose a threat
to global energy security,’
he stated.

The minister also under-
scored the growing role of
natural gas in meeting glob-
al energy demands, with
the GECF forecasting that it
will account for 26% of the
global energy mix by 2050.
However, he cautioned that
achieving this goal requires
substantial investment in
the natural gas sector, par-
ticularly in the face of cur-
rent energy policies and
ongoing global challenges.
Paknejad highlighted the
importance of increasing

MINISTERIAL MEETING
cember 2024 - Tehran, Islamic Repub

investments in natural gas
infrastructure to ensure
long-term global energy
stability.

Iran, one of the world’s
leading natural gas produc-
ers, has made significant
progress in expanding its
gas production capacity
despite sanctions, he said,
noting that Iran’s natural
gas production has reached
275 billion cubic meters
per year, with gas now con-
stituting over 70% of the
country’s energy mix.

He reaffirmed Iran’s com-
mitment to developing sus-
tainable, environmentally
friendly methods for natu-
ral gas extraction and utili-
zation. “We are determined
to lead in advancing tech-
nologies that enhance the
efficiency of gas extraction
while minimizing environ-
mental impact,” Paknejad
said.

Paknejad concluded by
highlighting the importance
of continued dialogue and
cooperation among GECF

member states to address
the challenges facing the
global energy market.

“The GECF has the will and
readiness to play a more
effective role in the global
gas and energy markets,”
he said.

Also, Mohamed Hamel, the
secretary general of the Gas
Exporting Countries Forum
(GECF), speaking at the event
highlighted the organiza-
tion’s growth and future
goals.

The secretary general re-

flected on the GECF’s or-
igins in Tehran in 2001,
where the organization was
founded as a global plat-
form for natural gas coop-
eration.

Hamel noted the remark-
able growth in global natu-
ral gas demand, which has
surged by 70% since the
GECF'’s creation.

He added that natural gas
consumption reached re-
cord levels in 2023 and is
expected to increase by
34% by 2050.

Iranian Oil Minister Mohsen
Paknejad speaks at the 26th Gas
Exporting Countries Forum (GECF)
Ministerial Meeting in Tehran on
December 8, 2024.

SHANA
“The importance of natural
gas as a clean, reliable, and
flexible energy source has
never been more evident,”
Hamel said, reiterating the
GECF’s mission to promote
natural gas as a key element
in sustainable development,
energy, and food security.

Tehran, Kuwait could raise trade to $1b per annum: Senior businessman

By Sadeq Dehqan &
Reza Abesh Ahmadlou
Staff writers
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The vice president of the
Iran-Kuwait Joint Chamber of
Commerce highlighted the pos-
itive prospect of economic re-
lations between the two coun-
tries, noting that bilateral trade
could annually reach $1 billion.

In an interview with Iran Daily,
Arash Nikpey stated that Iran
and Kuwait boast significant
potential to expand economic

HHNH

e il g

|||||“H| |""

'nm i

and trade cooperation.

“By leveraging these opportu-
nities and addressing existing
trade challenges, bilateral ex-
changes can rise and achieve
substantial growth,” he said.
Nikpey noted that Iran’s highest
export volume to Kuwait oc-
curred in 2018, when exports
reached $350 million. However;
since then, trade volumes have
declined, stabilizing at around
$200 million annually for the
past two to three years.
Historically, Iran and Kuwait

have maintained
strong trade and cul-
tural ties, he added,
noting that given Kuwait’s
significant Shia population, the
two nations share cultural prox-
imity, which has also fostered
robust religious tourism links.
Nikpey pointed out that rela-
tions improved during the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait in 1990, as
Iran sided with Kuwait in the
conflict. Nevertheless, Kuwait’s
cautious diplomatic stance
among Persian Gulf Arab states

has sometimes hindered closer
ties.
The trader also acknowledged
that recent political and eco-
nomic challenges, including
sanctions on Iran, negatively
impacted regional relations.
“However, under the adminis-
tration of the late Iranian pres-
ident Ebrahim Raisi, ties began
to recover. For instance, Kuwait
appointed an ambassador to
Tehran after a seven-year hi-
atus, signaling a shift toward
better relations.”
Nikpey called for the resump-
tion of the Iran-Kuwait Joint
Economic Commission, which
has not convened in years. “Re-
viving this commission could
pave the way for a shared
economic vision and pro-
vide a roadmap for stra-
tegic cooperation,” he
said.

Addressing visa issuance
challenges for Iranian citi-
zens, Nikpey emphasized that
resolving these issues would
significantly enhance trade
and economic exchanges, mak-
ing the $1 billion trade target
achievable.

Kuwait’s reliance on imports for
most of its food and industri-
al needs makes it an attractive
market for Iranian exporters.
“Nearly all goods have export
potential to Kuwait,” Nikpey ex-

plained. However, he noted that
Kuwait’s high purchasing power
and stringent product standards
require exporters to meet quali-
ty expectations.

Iranian food products have his-
torically been popular in Kuwait
due to shared tastes, and de-
mand for Iranian construction
materials has also grown in re-
cent years, the trader explained.
Nikpey urged Iranian exporters
to focus on effective marketing
strategies to have greater pres-
ence in Kuwait’s industrial prod-
uct market. However, high trans-
portation costs remain a barrier.
“Iran’s transport fleet primarily
serves routes to the UAE and
Oman, with less heading toward
Kuwait, driving up shipping ex-
penses,” he said.

Despite logistical hurdles, Iran
has access to Kuwait via Iraq’s
Basra, Abdeli, and Safwan bor-
ders, the trader said, noting that
the lack of operational connec-
tions, partly due to Iraq’s incom-
plete implementation of the TIR
Convention—a global customs
transit system—has limited
progress.

Nikpey concluded by suggest-
ing that a joint meeting among
transportation officials from
Iran, Iraq, and Kuwait could
help open trade routes, re-
ducing costs and boosting
economic ties.
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Wonders of Ferdows Garden;
historical treasures and cinematic marvels

Ferdows Garden is a his-
torical complex located on
Valiasr Street near Tajrish
Square in Tehran. It consists

of a public park, a mansion,
and the Cinema Museum of
Iran. Built during the Qajar
era, the complex features

lush green spaces and a
corridor fountain. In 1997,
it was added to the Iran Na-
tional Heritage List. Ferdows

Garden is one of Tehran'’s ar-
chitectural landmarks and is
among the city’s most-visit-
ed tourist attractions.

History

Mohammad Shah, the third Qajar king, ordered the con-
struction of a residential castle in Shemiran. However,
he passed away before its completion, and the building
was never finished. Following his death, other mem-
bers of the royal court built personal residences nearby.
Among them was Hossein Ali Khan, the royal treasurer
and chief coiner, who opted to construct a two-story
Qajar-style mansion on the northern side of the current
complex. The main mansion included seven sections,
each adorned with pools and several fountains.

Upon Nasereddin Shah'’s ascension, ownership of the
mansion transferred to Hossein Ali Khan’s son, Doust
Ali Khan, who named it Ferdows. He commissioned
architects from Isfahan and Yazd to design a new man-
sion in the southern section, known as Reshk-e Be-
hesht (Envy of Paradise). The staircase and parts of the fa-
cade were embellished with marble from Yazd, while
the interior featured elegant gold leaf decorations.
The next owner, Mohammad Doust Khan, largely ne-
glected the structure, leading to deterioration. The
marble stones were removed and repurposed for the
Amirieh Mansion (Nezam School), and the original man-
sion was demolished. The property changed hands
several times over the years, destinationiran.com
wrote.

In 1900, during Mozaffareddin Shah’s reign, Moham-
mad Vali Khan Tonekaboni, leader of the Constitu-
tional Revolutionary Forces from northern Iran, pur-
chased the mansion. He renovated its defunct qanat,
building a portal with a grand facade at its entrance,
and added flat pools and fountains to the complex.

In 1937, the Education Ministry purchased the build-
ing and converted it into Shapur High School of Ta-
jrish. By 1972, the complex was transformed into a
cultural center and exhibition space. After the Islamic
Revolution in 1979, the Ministry of Culture and Islam-
ic Guidance took control of the complex.

destinationiran.com

Architecture

The architecture of Ferdows Garden ex-
emplifies the Qajar style, blending mod-
ern aesthetics with traditional Persian
designs. The layout is inspired by the
concept of the Persian Garden, following
the chaharbagh (four gardens) design, which
segments the area with water channels
and stone pathways. Notable features of
this style include symmetry and geomet-
ric patterns, evoking harmony and tran-
quility, while integrating nature into the
urban landscape.

Pavilions and arches: The garden fea-

tures charming pavilions adorned with
exquisitely crafted arches and intricate
plasterwork, characteristic of Qajar archi-
tecture. These spaces offer shaded areas
for relaxation and serve as focal points to
appreciate the garden’s beauty.

Columns and pillars: The mansion boasts
elegant columns that reflect the classic
proportions and grandeur of Persian ar-
chitecture, infusing the space with an at-
mosphere of royalty and sophistication.
Water features: Water is integral to the
Persian Garden, represented through ca-
nals, fountains, and reflective pools. These

elements create a serene ambiance and
highlight the essential relationship be-
tween water and vegetation.

Landscape design: The landscaping of
Ferdows Garden adheres to Persian hor-
ticultural principles, emphasizing floral
diversity. The thoughtful arrangement of
trees, plants, and flowers enhances visual
appeal and invites a symphony of scents,
immersing visitors in this cultural oasis.
Use of traditional materials: The archi-
tecture incorporates local materials like
brick and stone, showcasing craftsman-
ship passed down through generations.

Cultural significance

The Qajar architectural style of
Ferdows Garden is not only visual-
ly striking; it narrates the story of
a civilization deeply connected to
nature. The blend of modernity and
tradition signifies the emergence of
a contemporary era while honoring
historical roots. Each element with-
in the garden embodies cultural
value, emphasizing the importance
of nature in social and artistic ex-
pression.

Ferdows Garden stands out as a mas-

terful synthesis of traditional Persian
aesthetics and modern influences,
reflecting a cohesive design philoso-
phy centered around symmetry, geo-
metric patterns, and the harmonious
relationship between the natural and
built environments.

Together, these elements create a
sanctuary that celebrates beauty
and culture. Visitors to Ferdows Gar-
den are invited to engage with this
architectural marvel and experience
a sense of peace and connection to
Iran’s rich historical legacy.

Cinema museum of Iran

The Cinema Museum of Iran, located within the
picturesque Ferdows Garden, serves as a vibrant
testament to the country’s rich cinematic history
and cultural heritage. Established to preserve and
celebrate the art of film, the museum functions as
both an educational resource and a cultural hub for
cinema enthusiasts.

Founded in 1999, the museum’s establishment
marked a significant milestone in recognizing the
evolution of Iranian cinema and its influential fig-
ures over the decades. It offers visitors an insight-
ful journey through the development of film in Iran,
from its early beginnings to contemporary produc-
tions.

Design

The museum is thoughtfully organized into thematic
zones, each highlighting different aspects of Iranian
cinema — historical, cultural, and artistic. This struc-
ture enhances the visitor experience by guiding them
through a narrative that unfolds over time.

The interior features spacious galleries designed for
flexible exhibit arrangements, encouraging explora-
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Exhibits and collections

The museum boasts a diverse range of exhibits that cele-
brate key milestones in Iranian cinema, including:

Film artifacts: Visitors can explore an extensive collec-
tion of archival materials, including posters, scripts, cam-
eras, and costumes. These artifacts provide insight into
the creative processes and artistic expressions that have
shaped Iranian film.

Interactive displays: Engaging exhibits immerse visitors
in the cinematic experience through multimedia installa-
tions that highlight key films, genres, and directors. Inter-
active screens offer information about notable achieve-
ments in Iranian cinema.

Tributes to icons: The museum pays homage to celebrat-
ed Iranian filmmakers and actors who have significantly
contributed to the industry’s development. Dedicated sec-
tions showcase their works, biographies, and the lasting
impact they have had on both national and international
cinema.

Screening rooms: The museum includes intimate screen-
ing spaces where classic Iranian films and contemporary
works are showcased. These screenings not only entertain
but also serve as educational opportunities for visitors to
understand the evolution of storytelling through film.

The museum also incorporates modern sus-
tainability practices. Features such as ener-
gy-efficient lighting, rainwater harvesting
systems, and materials sourced with minimal
environmental impact reflect a commitment
to ecological responsibility. This focus on sus-
tainability complements the museum’s role as
a cultural institution dedicated to the future of
[ranian cinema.

Integration with Ferdows Garden
The museum’s architecture seamlessly con-
nects with the lush landscapes of Ferdows
Garden. Outdoor seating areas and pathways
encourage visitors to enjoy nature while re-
flecting on their cinematic journey inside.
This integration underscores the importance
of nature in Persian culture and art, enhancing
the overall ambiance.

tion and interaction. Visitors are invited to engage
with various installations and displays.

While honoring its historical roots, the design mas-
terfully integrates modern architectural styles. Large
glass panels and open spaces create a sense of trans-
parency and connection with the surrounding gar-
den, allowing natural light to flood the interiors. This
modern touch symbolizes the evolution of Iranian
cinema within a contemporary global context.

Cultural impact

The Cinema Museum of Iran plays a vital role in fostering
appreciation for the country’s unique cinematic language
and themes. It highlights cross-cultural influences, social
narratives, and artistic movements present in Iranian
films. This cultural emphasis encourages dialogue around
identity, history, and the evolving societal landscape of
Iran.
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Israel’s Impossible Goal of Destroying Axis of Resistance
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These networks, which are re-
gional and sometimes even glob-
al, have allowed the members of
the Axis to accommodate vari-
ous shocks, including military
setbacks, such as the assassina-
tion by the United States of its
de facto leader, Iranian General
Qassem Soleimani, in January
2020; economic collapses, such
as the crippling sanctions from
US president Donald Trump’s
“maximum pressure” campaign
and the Lebanese banking crash
of 2019, which dissolved the fi-
nancial accounts of many mem-
ber groups; and uprisings, such
as the protests that at various
times contested the authority of
the Axis in Iran, Iraq, Lebanon,
Syria, and Gaza. Despite these
challenges, Axis members —
and the Axis as a whole — have
drawn on support from their lo-
cal states and communities and
from one another to survive.
The historical resilience of the
Axis of Resistance suggests that
Israel will find it difficult to elim-
inate groups such as Hamas and
Hezbollah. In all likelihood, the
Israeli strategy of total war will
continue to yield short-term tac-
tical victories that degrade the
capabilities of armed groups and
states, forcing them into a kind
of survival mode for a time. But
without a political solution that
comes to terms with the social
embeddedness of the groups, the
Axis will likely draw again on local
sources of influence, along with
its transnational connections, to
reconfigure itself at the local and
regional levels. Since October 7,
in fact, smaller groups within the
Axis have seized the moment to
strengthen their alliances. While
Hamas, Hezbollah, and the IRGC
endure the brunt of the Israeli
offensives, groups such as Kataib
Hezbollah in Iraq and the Houthis
in Yemen have capitalized on the
turmoil to emerge as formidable
regional players.

Resilience through
adaptation

The Axis of Resistance as it exists
today differs significantly from
the network that was initially es-
tablished in the 1980s. Back then,
the nascent Islamic Republic of
Iran founded and fostered Hez-

MOHAMMED HAMOUD/
GETTY IMAGES

bollah in Lebanon as a means of
projecting power. Its aim was to
“export the revolution” and em-
ploy “forward defense” through
asymmetric deterrence against
perceived threats, namely Israel.
Iran strategically replicated this
model across various countries.
Around the same time that it
founded Hezbollah, for instance,
Iran established Iraqi Shia groups
such as the Badr Corps, which
played a role in toppling Iraqi
president Saddam Hussein’s re-
gime and seizing power in post-
2003 Iraq. In the 1990s, Iran bol-
stered Palestinian factions such as
Palestinian Islamic Jihad (1) and
Hamas, thereby helping enhance
their influence. And in the after-
math of the 2011 Arab uprisings,
Iran extended its support to Assad
in Syria and the Houthis in Yemen,
further solidifying its regional
network.

What fundamentally sustained
these groups was a deep reliance
on their local governing regimes
and social bases. They embed-
ded themselves within the fabric
of their respective states to such
an extent that the formal heads
of government in Iran, Iraq, Leb-
anon, Syria, Yemen, and Gaza are
all either members of groups that
belong to the Axis or were cho-
sen with those groups’ support.
Furthermore, transnational ties
among the groups have served as
a crucial insurance policy during
periods of shock.

An early test of the Axis came in
1992 when Israel assassinated
Abbas al-Musawi, who was the
secretary-general of Hezbol-
lah. At the time, a major Israeli
newspaper proclaimed that “the
era of conflict with Hezbollah
in its comfortable playground

Demonstrators rally to show
solidarity with Palestinians and
Hezbollah, in Sanaa, Yemen, in
November 2024.

KHALED ABDULLAH/
REUTERS

has ended.” Despite the attack,
however, Hezbollah was able to
reconstitute itself. The party lev-
eraged local support by rallying
the Lebanese Shia community
and securing backing from Iran,
which provided financial aid,
military training, and strategic
guidance. This robust support
network enabled Hezbollah to
not only recover but also expand
its influence. Under the guidance
of its Shura Council and Hassan
Nasrallah, Musawi’s successor,
Hezbollah eventually became
strong enough that it was able
to force Israel from Lebanese
territory in 2000. This triumph,
coupled with the 2006 war in
which Hezbollah fought Israel to
a standstill — an unprecedented
feat for Arab armed groups —
greatly enhanced its reputation.
It also ushered in a formidable
new incarnation of the Axis of
Resistance.

Another challenge to the Axis
came in 2011 when the Assad re-
gime in Syria faced an existential
threat in the form of a war. Pro-
tests against the regime, which
initially sought reforms, were
followed by an armed uprising
fought by groups — with back-
ing from Turkey and the Persian
Gulf states — demanding regime
change. Once again, however, the
Axis was able to adapt in ways
that allowed it to overcome this
crisis. Assad was aided in part by
important connections that the
Axis made with states outside
the region: most significantly,
Russia came to Assad’s rescue
and became an influential glob-
al partner for the network. But
Assad’s regime also benefited
from the assistance of other Axis
members. Under the strategic di-
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By Renad
Mansour

OPINION

Axis of resilience

In response to Hamas'’s October 7 attack last year, the Israeli cabinet
launched a regional war meant to reshape the Middle East. Israel spe-
cifically targeted the so-called Axis of Resistance, a network of groups
allied with Iran that includes Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon,
the Ansarullah (Houthis) in Yemen, Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria, and

parts of the Popular Mobilization Forces (pMF) in Iraq. Working on a scale
that dwarfs previous efforts against the Axis, Israel has spent the past year trying to destroy the
network’s political, economic, military, logistical, and communications infrastructure. It has also
undertaken an unprecedented campaign against the Axis’s leadership, killing the leaders of Hamas
and Hezbollah and several senior commanders in Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).
The ferocity of the Israeli offensive, which has been bolstered by advanced technologies and a strat-
egy of total war that flattens and depopulates neighborhoods and cities, will significantly alter the
balance of power in the Middle East. Yet, for all its military superiority, not to mention its support
from the United States, the United Kingdom, and Europe, Israel is unlikely to eradicate the orga-
nizations and regimes that belong to the Axis in the way it hopes. Time and again the Axis has
demonstrated an adaptability and a resilience that attest to the deep connections its member groups
maintain within their own states and societies. What’s more, the transnational relationships that
compose the Axis mean that Hamas, Hezbollah, and the other member organizations are best under-
stood not merely as discrete nonstate actors or insurgent armed groups but as interlinking nodes of

durable political, economic, military, and ideological networks.

rection of General Soleimani, the
IRGC’s Quds Force, along with
Iraqi Shia armed groups, began
constructing a vital land bridge
to transport supplies, weapons,
and personnel from Iran and
Iraq into Syria. Hezbollah fight-
ers were eventually deployed to
the frontlines of the Syrian war,
where they played a crucial role
in quelling the armed uprising.
(Although initially reluctant to enter the Syr-
ian conflict because of opposition from its
local supporters, Hezbollah was compelled
by Iran to intervene.) As Assad’s gov-
ernment teetered on the brink
of collapse, Hezbollah stepped
in decisively to safeguard the re-
gime and prevent the emergence
of a new regime in Damascus
that would be hostile to the Axis.
The 2011 uprisings also led to
the Houthis’ formal integration
into the Axis of Resistance. Fol-
lowing the overthrow of Yemeni
president Ali Abdullah Saleh, Ira-
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The historical

resilience of the Axis
of Resistance suggests
thatlsraelwillfind it
difficulttoeliminate
groupssuchasHamas
and Hezbollah.Inall
likelihood, the Israeli
strategy of total war will
continuetoyield short-
termtacticalvictories
thatdegradethe
capabilitiesofarmed
groupsand states,
forcingthemintoakind
of survivalmode for
atime.Butwithouta
political solutionthat
comestotermswiththe
socialembeddedness
ofthegroups, the
Axiswill likely draw
againonlocalsources
of influence, along
withitstransnational
connections, to
reconfigureitselfat
thelocalandregional
levels.
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nian support became instrumen-
tal in transforming the Houthis
from a local armed group into
a formidable military force. By
providing financial aid, advanced
weaponry, and military training,
Iran enabled the Houthis to en-
hance their operational capa-
bilities. This assistance, coupled
with local support bases, allowed
the Houthis to seize control of Sa-
naa, the Yemeni capital, in 2014
and to maintain their dominance
against a Saudi-led coalition.

In addition to military attacks,
the Axis of Resistance has also
faced economic assaults in the
form of sanctions. During the
early years of this century, Iran’s
nuclear ambitions and its grow-
ing influence prompted an in-
ternational coalition led by the
United States to levy new sanc-
tions against Iran and its allies
within the Axis. The sanctions
increased dramatically in 2018
when Trump reneged on the Iran
nuclear deal and launched his
Maximum Pressure campaign.
This campaign was intended in
part to reduce Iranian oil exports
to zero, thereby stripping the re-
gime of a crucial revenue source.
The sanctions devastated Iran’s
economy, but they did not halt
the regime’s oil trade. Instead,
Tehran found ways to sell its oil
through informal markets. With
the help of its allies in the Axis of
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Resistance, Iran used these mar-
kets to trade energy resources,
fund military operations, and
gain access to US dollars. In Iraq,
for example, Iran worked with
the rest of the Axis to combine
Iranian and non-Iranian fuel be-
fore selling it to countries in Asia.
The revenues from this trade al-
lowed Iran to purchase weapons
components and ship them to
its allies throughout the region.
It also gave the Axis additional
global connections in the form of
Chinese oil buyers.

The last major challenge that the
Axis of Resistance faced before
Israel’s post-October 7 offensive
against Hamas and Hezbollah
was the assassination of General
Soleimani by the United States in
January 2020. General Soleimani
had helped found the Axis, and
his role as its de facto leader, as
well as his top-down command
style, meant that his death was
a major setback for Iran and its
allies. Yet, even though the attack
sent shockwaves through the
network — Axis member groups
in Iraq went underground — in
the end, it demonstrated the
adaptability of the Axis to deal
with serious threats.

After General Soleimani’s death,
the Axis transitioned from a top-
down Iranian-driven network into
a more horizontally integrated al-
liance. Iran retained a pivotal role
in setting the Axis’s strategic di-
rection, but the new structure al-
lowed the other members greater
autonomy and more independent
interactions with both Tehran and
one another. In the reformed axis,
Hezbollah’s Nasrallah became an
important broker: he provided
regular strategic guidance to Es-
mail Qaani, General Soleimani’s
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successor. Qaani aimed to trans-
form the Axis into a more formal
and coherent institution, empow-
ering its members to take greater
control and operate as equals. (This
goal was helped, somewhat inadvertently, by
the fact that Qaani had neither General Solei-
mani’s deep-rooted personal connections nor
his proficiency in Arabic, which made Nasral-
lah’s guidance even more crucial.)

In Iraq, for instance, Nasrallah and
his representative, Mohammad
al-Kawtharani, emerged as key ad-
visers to the Baghdad government.
They helped quell the Tishreen
(October) Uprising that had erupt-
ed a few months before General
Soleimani’s assassination, in which
protesters demanded an end to the
Iran-allied post-2003 governing
regime. Nasrallah and Kawtharani
helped fortify the regime against
popular protest. During this peri-
od, Kawtharani also significantly
expanded Hezbollah’s economic
interests across Iraq, thereby fill-
ing the void left by General Solei-
mani’s death. These changes, al-
though driven by a negative shock,
reshaped the Axis once again.

Responding to Israel’s total
war

The previous threats to the Axis
of Resistance pale in compari-
son to the total war that Israel
launched in response to Hamas'’s
October 7 attack. As before, how-
ever, the Axis was forced to adapt
for its own survival. In particular,
it has continued to transition to a
more horizontal command struc-
ture and has further tightened its
transnational connections.

To a much greater degree than
in previous conflicts, Israel’s war
against Hamas and Hezbollah has
drawn a strong response from
other allies within the Axis, such

as the Houthis and Kataib Hezbol-
lah, which has its roots in the Badr
Corps of the 1980s and is cur-
rently linked to the PMF in Iraq.
Previously, these groups were pe-
ripheral to the broader dynamics
in Middle Eastern conflicts. Over
the past year, however, they have
deepened both their autonomy
and their regional influence.

The Houthis, for instance, began
for the first time to use anti-ship
ballistic missiles to disrupt com-
mercial shipping routes. They
attacked ships traveling through
the Red Sea, forcing freight com-
panies to reroute around Africa,
which led to increased costs and
delays in the delivery of ener-
gy, food, and consumer goods
around the world.

Kataib Hezbollah has also sought
more involvement and influence
in the transnational arena as
Hamas and Hezbollah came un-
der attack. In a move that chal-
lenged popular conceptions of
its role as an Iranian proxy, the
group Killed three US service
members in January 2024 along
the Jordanian-Syrian border in an
attack on a US military outpost
known as Tower 22. This action
was undertaken against the
wishes of the IRGC, which sub-
sequently pleaded with Kataib
Hezbollah to call a cease-fire.
The attack nevertheless revealed
a new configuration of the Axis
that involved more proactive
and autonomous decision-mak-
ing from its members.

The post-October 7 reorienta-
tion has also fostered closer ties
among some of the members of
the Axis of Resistance. For sever-
al years, the Houthis maintained
only a nominal presence in Iraq,
with a single representative in
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Baghdad. That envoy’s work
seemed more symbolic than
substantive. In response to Israe-
li offensives against Hamas and
Hezbollah, however, the Houth-
is deepened their collaboration
with the PMF. This intensified
cooperation saw an increase in
weapons sharing and joint op-
erations and showcased an en-
hanced capability to attack Israel.
Members of the Axis also worked
together across borders more

concertedly following the assas-
sination of Nasrallah in Septem-
ber. In the aftermath of his death,
dozens of Hezbollah’s economic
elites and their families relocated
to southern Irag, traveling by land
through Syria with Assad’s assis-
tance. They quickly found plac-
es to resettle as Hezbollah had
increased its business activities
in Iraq after General Soleimani’s
death, including making invest-
ments in infrastructure, land, and
residential complexes. These eco-
nomic links allowed Hezbollah’s
elites to move out of the direct
line of fire in Lebanon while con-
tinuing to generate revenue. Once
more, the Axis’s transnational
connections provided a crucial
lifeline for its members during a
period of profound difficulty.

Need for accountability

Israel, of course, understands the
transnational nature of the Axis
of Resistance. It is precisely be-
cause of this understanding that
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu'’s cabinet embarked
on its total war strategy in re-
sponse to October 7, a strategy
that involved offensives of vary-

Emergency personnel walk outside
a US Embassy branch office situ-
ated near the site of a drone blast
that killed one man and injured at
least 10 others in Tel Aviv, Israel, on
July 19, 2024.

RICARDO MORAES/REUTERS

Members of Iraq’s Kataib Hezbollah

movement attend a funeral in Bagh-

dad, Iraq, on November 21, 2023.
AHMAD AL-RUBAYE/AFP

People walk by the painted posters
of the former Hamas leader Ahmad
Yassin (1), the former chief of the
Iranian Quds Force General Qassem
Soleimani (2nd-L), the former chief of
Lebanon’s Hezbollah Sayyed Hassan
Nasrallah (2nd-r), and the Houthi lead-
er Mahdi al-Mashat in Sanaa, Yemen,
in January 2024.

AHMAD AL-RUBAYE/AFP

ing intensity not only against
Hamas but also against Hez-
bollah, Iran, the Assad regime,
and other Axis members.

Yet, its actions over the past
year suggest that Israel has
strategically underestimated
the resilience of the network
and the extent to which a mil-
itary solution, even one not
constrained by international
law, can bring about societal
change in other countries.
The past year has proved that
the network is, to a meaning-
ful extent, still able to adapt
to military and economic
challenges. While many of its
member groups will remain
underground or close to home
during this period of intense
conflict, they will nonetheless
continue to draw on domestic
support, on other members
of the network across the
region, and on global allies
such as Russia and China. To
eradicate the network fully is
an impossible task and would
likely require, at a minimum,
demolishing, occupying, and
reestablishing new states
wherever the groups are em-
bedded. For a country such as
Israel, which has been accused
of war crimes at the Interna-
tional Criminal Court and the
United Nations, that sort of ef-
fort would prompt blowback
from key allies and the inter-
national community.

History suggests that Israel’s
military actions are unlikely
to succeed without a com-
prehensive political solution,
especially when those actions
are conducted outside its own
territory. Instead, the Israeli

campaign will probably result
in an even more unstable Mid-
dle East, one in which genuine
peace is only a distant possi-
bility. Israeli massacres of ci-
vilians, which have been con-
demned by the United Nations
and by human rights organiza-
tions, have proved devastating
for civil society and are being
used by Axis groups to foster
their ideology of resistance.
Rather than enabling Israel’s
ruthless strategy, therefore,
international actors need to
find a political settlement
that begins with a cease-fire
to the bloody wars in Gaza
and Lebanon. The next step
should be to bring in the gov-
ernments linked to the Axis
to negotiate a broader settle-
ment that takes into account
the true nature of the pow-
er dynamics in the region.
Without such an inclusive
approach, regional conflict in
the Middle East is destined
to persist, to the detriment of
future generations.

The full article first appeared on
Foreign Affairs.
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Persian Gulf Pro League:

Persepolis stunned by Nassaji; Esteghlal
continues revival under Mosimane

( Sports Desk )

A run of poor results and
performances continued for
Persepolis as the Persian
Gulf Pro League champion
suffered a 1-0 home defeat
against bottom club Nassaji
Mazandaran.

Meanwhile, Esteghlal’s resur-
gence gained momentum un-
der head coach Pisto Mosimane
thanks to an impressive 2-0
away victory over Foolad Khuz-
estan in Ahvaz.

At Shahr-e Qods Stadium, Perse-
polis frontline, spearheaded
by Issa Alekasir, was wasteful
again, while Nassaji’'s Brazilian
goalkeeper Luan Polli was in
dazzling form, as Kevin Yamga’s
25th-minute strike was enough
to secure a first victory of the
campaign for the northern Ira-
nian club.

The visiting side went down to
10 men with 16 minutes left af-
ter midfielder Alexander Merkel
was dismissed for dissent, but
the home side still failed to cap-
italize on the advantage, strug-
gling to break through Nassaji’s
solid backline.

There were more red cards in
the stoppage time with Nassa-
ji’s Armin Sohrabian and Perse-
polis fullback Ayoub E1 Amloud
receiving marching orders for a
second booking.

A second league defeat of the
season heaped further pressure
on Spanish head coach Juan Car-

los Garrido, despite a promising
start to his reign on Persepolis
bench.

The disappointing run in the
AFC Champions League Elite,

coupled with the team’s in-
sipid displays and defensive
vulnerabilities, has put Gar-
rido under scrutiny in recent
weeks, and with crucial away

games against Malavan and
Sepahan on the horizon, the
Spaniard faces a race against
time to turn the Reds’ fortunes
around.

Blues on the rise

The woeful early days of the new
season under Javad Nekounam
now seem like a distant memo-
ry for Esteghlal fans, after their

Persepolis winger Oston Urunov is
frustrated during a 1-0 loss to Nassaji
Mazandaran in the Persian Gulf Pro League
in Tehran, Iran, on Dec. 7, 2024.

ALI SHARIFZADEH/IRNA

team built on a decent perfor-
mance in the away draw against
Saudi giant Al Ahli to walk away
with a massive victory at Foolad
Khuzestan.

Brazilian center-back Raphael
Silva headed home on a cor-
ner-kick with three minutes
into the game at Foolad Arena,
before Amirali Sadeqi put the
Blues in the driving seat mid-
way through the first half with
a superb strike from the edge of
the box.

Uzbekistan international Jalo-
liddin Masharipov delivered
a man-of-the-match perfor-
mance by dictating the tempo
in the middle of the pitch to
help Esteghlal claim a fourth
win in 11 league outings and
move up to eighth in the top-
flight table.

With Mosimane’s evolution
picking up pace, Esteghlal sup-
porters are still hopeful their
team will return to the title race
in the coming weeks.

Next for Esteghlal is a home tie
against Mes Kerman in the Hazfi
Cup on Wednesday before the
Blues host Golgohar Sirjan on
their return to league action on
Sunday.

Wrestling wunderkind Khalili demonstrates credentials for senior success

( Sports Desk )

The final showdown
of the Iranian Premier
League marked another
significant milestone in
the rapid rise of wrestling
prodigy Sina Khalili, who
is making a strong case
for a place in the country’s
freestyle national team.

A world and Asian un-
der-17 champion last year,
Khalili stole all the head-
lines when he outclassed
two-time world senior
silver medalist Amir-Mo-
hammad Yazdani 14-5 in
a thrilling 70kg bout to in-
spire Saipa to a comeback
victory over Shahr Bank at
the Azadi 12,000-seater
Hall in Tehran on Friday.
The 18-year-old had be-

gun the day with a 2-1 win
against Kurban Shiraev in
the semifinals, making
up for the 5-2 loss to the
Russian at the Poddub-
ny Wrestling League 7 in
Moscow in November.

Khalili was to represent
the country at the World
U23 event in October, but
had to skip the tourna-
ment to fill in for injured
Yazdani at the Seniors
World Championships.

He got off to flying start
in Tirana, defeating Be-
larusian Niurgun Skriabin
and former world bronze
medalist Alibek Osmonov
of Kyrgyzstan by techni-
cal superiority, though
he ultimately finished his
campaign empty-hand-
ed following a 6-5 loss to

Tajikistan’s Russian-born
Abdulmazhid Kudiev in the
quarterfinals.

His brave and impressive
performances in the Al-
banian capital still con-
vinced head coach Pejman
Dorostkar to name him in
the Iranian squad for the
head-to-head against Rus-
sia.

“Sina was exceptional
today,” Saipa head coach
Gholamreza Mohammadi
said of his performance
in the league on Friday,
adding: “He is one of the
bright talents in the new
generation of Iranian
wrestlers.”

“This is just his first year
in the junior level, though
he is already a contend-
er for a seniors’ national

team spot, as he is keen
on world and Olympic
glory in the near future,”
added the four-time world
medalist.

Khalili’s display on Fri-
day was reminiscent of
reigning world super-
heavyweight champion
Amirhossein Zare’s rise
to prominence back in the
2019 edition of the Irani-
an league, when he, at 18
years of age, overcame a
nine-point deficit to beat
then-world champion
Geno Petriashvili.

Sina Khalili (1) is seen ahead of a

freestyle 70kg bout in the Iranian

Wrestling Premier League in

Tehran, Iran, on Dec. 6, 2024.
IAWF

Iran’s Pakdaman drops to 11th
in FIE World Ranking

( Sports Desk )

Iranian fencer Ali Pakdaman
descended by two spots to sit
11th in the men’s senior sa-
ber category of the FIE World
Rankings.

The latest ranking was re-
leased after the conclusion
of the Grand Prix Nuoma in
France, where Pakdaman, 34,

defeated Polish fencer Mar-
cel Broniszewski 15-13 but
suffered a 15-9 loss to Yago
Moran of Spain in the round
of 32.

South Korea’s Oh Sang-uk -
a team and individual gold
medalist at the Paris Olym-
pics - topped the ranking,
with Tunisian Farés Ferja-
ni, who was beaten by the

South Korean in the Olym-
pic final, and Ziad Elsissy
of Egypt in the following
spots.

Pakdaman was part of the
Iranian men’s saber squad
that reached the team semi-
finals at the Paris Games,
but missed out on the po-
dium after a last-four de-
feat against Hungary was

followed by a loss to the
host in the bronze medal
contest.

Pakdaman then spearhead-
ed the country to a team
silver medal at the at the
FIE Coupe du Monde last
month, courtesy of defeat
against South Korea in the
final showpiece in Oran, Al-
geria.
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Iran: Syria’s future should be decided
only by Syrians

Syrian Foreign Ministry hails ‘new chapter’ in country’s history

C International Desk )

Iran’s Foreign Ministry in a state-
ment reacted to the fall of the Syr-
ian government on Sunday, saying
that Syria’s future should be decid-
ed only by its people and without
“foreign imposition or destructive
intervention.”

The statement came after mili-
tant groups led by Hay’at Tahrir
al-Sham (uTs) captured the capital
Damascus after days of advance
against government forces, which
led to the fall of President Bashar
al-Assad’s government.

“In light of the recent develop-
ments in Syria, Iran’s Foreign
Ministry, while recalling Iran’s
principled stance on respecting
the unity, national sovereignty,
and territorial integrity of Syria,
emphasizes that determining the
fate and making decisions about
the future of Syria is solely the re-
sponsibility of the people of this
country, without destructive in-
terference or foreign imposition,”
the statement said.

National dialogue

“In order to achieve this important
[issue], it is necessary to end mili-
tary conflicts as soon as possible,
prevent terrorist acts, and initiate
national dialogue with the partic-
ipation of all segments of Syrian
society to form an inclusive gov-
ernment that represents all Syrian
people,” it said.

Pointing to deep-rooted and cor-
dial relations between the Iranian
and Syrian people, it is expected
that the two countries will pursue
a wise and far-sighted approach
to maintain mutual ties based on

common interests, the statement
said.

The statement said Iran reiterates
the status of Syria as an “import-
ant and influential” country in the
West Asia region and will spare no
effort to help the country establish
security and stability.

“The Islamic Republic of Iran
closely monitors developments
in Syria and the region and will
adopt appropriate approaches
and positions while taking into
account the behavior and per-
formance of influential players in
the Syrian political and security
scene,” it said.

‘A new chapter’ in Syria’s
history

Syria’s Foreign Ministry issued its
first statement following the col-
lapse of the government, declar-
ing a “new chapter” in the nation’s
history while urging unity and
continued public service.

Syria’s Foreign Ministry stated
on Sunday that a new page in the
country’s history has begun.

The ministry emphasized the for-
mation of a “national pact” to unite
Syrians during this critical period.
“We must strive to build a nation
where justice and equality prevail,
and where everyone fulfills their
rights and duties,” the statement
read.

The ministry assured citizens that
it, along with its diplomatic mis-
sions abroad, remains committed
to serving the public and manag-
ing their affairs.

“Our continued responsibilities
are grounded in the trust placed in
us to ensure the supremacy of our
homeland,” the statement added.

Syrians poured into streets echo-
ing with celebratory gunfire on
Sunday after a stunning militant
advance reached the capital, put-
ting an end to the Assad family’s
53-year rule.

Assad, who had not spoken in
public since the sudden militant
advance a week ago, flew out of
Damascus for an unknown des-
tination earlier on Sunday, two
senior army officers told Reuters.

His whereabouts now - and those
of his wife Asma and their two
children - were unknown.

Russia, a close ally, said Assad left
the country after negotia :tions
with militant groups and had giv-
en instructions to transfer power
peacefully.

Transfer of power

The Syrian militant coalition said
it was continuing work to com-
plete the transfer of power in the
country to a transitional governing
body with full executive powers.
Hours after the capture of the cap-
ital by militants, Syrian Prime Min-
ister Mohammad Ghazi al-Jalali in
a statement called for free elec-
tions.

Jalali also said he had been in con-
tact with leader of militants Abu
Mohammed al-Julani to discuss
managing the transitional period,
marking a notable development
in efforts to shape Syria’s political
future.

Iraq urges respect for

‘free will of all Syrians’

Iraq’s government spokesman Ba-
sim Alawadi in a statement urged
respect for the “free will” of all
Syrians and the country’s territo-

Syrian militants celebrate in the central
city of Homs on December 8, 2024, after
they entered Syria’s third city overnight.

rial integrity.

“Iraq reaffirms the necessity of re-
specting the free will of all Syrians
and emphasizes that the security,
territorial integrity and indepen-
dence of Syria are of paramount
importance,” the statement said.
Turkey, which has been support-
ing opposition forces since the
beginning of war in Syria in 2011,
said on Sunday it wants to help
“guarantee security” in Syria.
“Turkey is ready to take respon-
sibility for all that is necessary to
heal Syria’s wounds and guarantee
its unity, integrity and security,”
Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan said
inapostonX.

“We will intensify our work on
this matter with countries in the
region and with international ac-
tors in the coming days.”

Fidan added that he hoped the
“millions of Syrians who had to
leave their homes will be able to
return to their homeland.”

He said earlier, after meeting on
Saturday with his Russian and
Iranian counterparts, that interna-
tional and regional actors should
ensure a smooth transition from
the Assad government.

Kurdish separatists

Fidan said Ankara would work to
prevent Kurdish separatists from
extending their influence in Syria.
Qatar’s Foreign Ministry also
warned Syria must not be allowed
to slide into chaos.

The Persian Gulf emirate said it
was “closely monitoring the de-
velopments in Syria,” and empha-
sized “the necessity of preserving

national institutions and the unity
of the state to prevent it from de-
scending into chaos”

Qatar - which gave early support
to the militants following the war
in Syria, has remained a fierce crit-
ic of the Syrian leader.

“The ministry calls upon all parties
to engage in dialogue to safeguard
the lives of the citizens,” the state-
ment said, voicing Qatar’s “un-
wavering support for the Syrian
people and their choices.”

The EU’s top diplomat Kaja
Kallas said the EU’s priority is
to “ensure security” in the re-
gion and pledged to work with
“all the constructive partners”
in Syria and more broadly
across the area. Germany and
France also welcomed the fall
of Syrian government.

Iran decries attack on embassy after
Damascus falls to militants

Senior UAE official urges talks with Iran on
regional developments

A senior diplomatic advisor to the pres-  rent political vacuum in Syria should not

ident of the United Arab Emirates (UAE)  be misused, adding that defense and mil-

T Qassem Soleimani and

Hezbollah chief Sayyed
Hassan Nasrallah, at the
diplomatic mission’s ex-
terior. They also broke
the windows of the em-
bassy and looted its of-

sary strategies have been
taken to ensure the secu-
rity and safety of the staff
of the Iranian embassy in
Damascus.

The Iranian spokesper-
son noted that Iran’s am-

called for talks with Iran on regional de-
velopments following the fall of Syrian
government.

Speaking to reporters on the sidelines of
the Manama Security Dialogue in Bahrain
on Sunday, Anwar Gargash said Iran is an

itary issues must not be under control of
armed groups.

“We have to wait and see what will hap-

pen in Syria,” he said, noting that the only
way is for a reliable government to take
office. The main concern now is the in-

important party in the region and talks
should be held with Tehran over the re-
gional developments, IRNA reported.

He expressed concern over the situation
in Syria following the fall of the govern-

tegrity of Syrian territory, which is under
threat, Gargash stressed.

He also said that he did not know whether
or not Bashar al-Assad was in the UAE.
The Syrian army command announced

bassador to Damascus
and the embassy’s staff
“are in complete health.”
“In contact with the in-

fices, Press TV reported.
Iranian Foreign Minis-
try spokesman Esmaeil
Baghaei later on Sunday

Iran condemned the at-

tack by militants, led by
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), on its embassy in
the Syrian capital Damas-
cus following the fall of
the government of Presi-

dent Bashar al-Assad.

Videos circulated online
Sunday showed the mil-
itants tearing down the
poster that depicted mar-
tyred Iranian anti-terror
commander General

said it is a fundamental
principle of international
law to protect the securi-
ty and safety of diplomat-
ic and consular premises
and missions under any
circumstances.

He added that all neces-

fluential parties in the
developments in Syria,
the Islamic Republic of
Iran has warned about
this issue and called for
preventing the repeti-
tion of such attacks,”
Baghaei said. B

ment of President Bashar al-Assad, saying
that the main concern is over terrorism
and extremism.

The Emirati official also said that the cur-

the fall of the Assad government early
on Sunday after armed groups led by
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTs) entered the
capital Damascus.
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Hamas orders data gathering on captives prior to cease-fire deal

Sources within Palestinian resistance
groups in Gaza said Sunday that
Hamas had told them to compile in-
formation on the hostages they hold
in preparation for a cease-fire and
hostage-release deal with Israel.
Hamas told factions including Pal-
estinian Islamic Jihad, the Popular
Front and the Popular Resistance
Committees to prepare information
such as whether their captives were
alive or dead, the sources told AFP.
During Hamas’s surprise October 7,
2023 attack on Israel, the resistance
group and its allies took 251 people
captive.

A total of 96 remain in Gaza, includ-

ing 34 the Israeli military has con-
firmed are dead.

A one-week truce in November 2023
saw dozens of captives exchanged for
Palestinian prisoners held in Israeli
jails, but since then negotiations
have failed to make a breakthrough.
Qatar’s prime minister said on Satur-
day there was renewed “momentum”
for a cease-fire and hostage release
deal following the election of Donald
Trump in the United States.

A Hamas source told AFP there had
been “intensified contacts” recently
between Hamas and Qatari, Egyptian
and Turkish mediators, and that the
group expected a new round of talks

in Cairo “will begin in the coming
days.”

The same source called on Israel to
halt the war, saying the presence of
its forces made it “difficult to reach
all the captive groups to know the
details of the living and dead pris-
oners.”

The October 7 attack resulted in the
deaths of 1,208 people, according to
an AFP tally of official Israeli figures,
and sparked the war in Gaza.

Israel’s retaliatory offensive has also
killed 44,708 people in Gaza, the ma-
jority civilians, according to figures
from the territory’s health ministry
which the UN considers reliable.
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Julani’s journey;
a story of change §

and power

C International Desk )

The Syrian government fell early on
Sunday in a shocking end to President
Bashar al-Assad’s 24-year rule over the
Arab nation after the militant group
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) seized the
capital, Damascus.

After a week of rapid offensive, the
armed faction, led by Abu Mohammad
al-Julani, announced on Sunday that
they had liberated Damascus and end-
ed the president’s reign, facing no resis-
tance from government troops.

Julani become a key figure in Syria’s
insurgence. Once linked to Al-Qaeda,
he is one of the most wanted figures by
the US with a $10 million bounty on his
head.

Born Ahmed Hussein al-Sharaa in 1982
in Riyadh, where his father was a pe-
troleum engineer, Julani is now Syria’s
most recognizable rebel leader, having
gradually risen to prominence since
breaking away from Al-Qaeda in 2013.

He rebranded his group and established
himself as the ruler of rebel-held north-
western Syria.

Julani’s journey began as a prisoner. Ar-
rested by US forces in Iraq in 2006 and
held for five years, he was later tasked
with establishing Al-Qaeda’s branch in
Syria, Al-Nusra Front, which grew its
influence in opposition-held areas, es-
pecially Idlib.

His ties with Al-Qaeda and Daesh
played a role in his rise. He now leads
HTS, which fought against Assad’s gov-
ernment.

His transformation from prisoner to
rebel leader is significant. The HTS
leader’s connections with major terror-
ist groups have been crucial. These ties
helped him gain power and influence
in Syria. HTS, under Julani, has been a
major force in the Syrian civil war. The
group aimed to overthrow Assad’s gov-
ernment, which led to ongoing conflict
and instability in the region.

Julani’s story is one of change and pow-

er. From his early days with Al-Qaeda to
leading HTS, he remains a key player in
Syria’s future.

As the founder of HTS, Julani has for
nearly a decade sought to dissociate
himself from other armed forces and
their focus on transnational operations,
switching instead to focusing on creat-
ing an “Islamic republic” in Syria.
Since 2016, he has been positioning
himself and his group as credible care-
takers of a Syria liberated from Assad,
whose government faced a popular up-
rising during the Arab Spring in 2011,
leading to a war that had continued
since.

HTS governs Idlib Province through
the so-called Syrian Salvation Gov-
ernment, which it established in 2017
to deliver civil services, education,
healthcare, a judiciary, and infrastruc-
ture, as well as to manage finances and
aid distribution. However, according to
activists, news reports, and local mon-
itors, HTS rules with an iron fist and

does not tolerate dissent. The inde-
pendent journalism organization Syria
Direct reports that HTS is responsible
for the disappearances of activists and
has fired live ammunition at protest-
ers who accuse the group of withhold-
ing services from communities that
oppose it.

For someone who once operated in the
shadows, Julani exuded confidence and
tried to project modernity in his inter-
view with CNN, which took place in
broad daylight and with little security.
Two days before the Assad govern-
ment’s collapse, in his first sit-down
media interview in years, at an undis-
closed location in Syria, Julani spoke
about plans to create a government
based on institutions and a “council
chosen by the people.”

“When we talk about objectives, the
goal of the revolution remains the over-
throw of this regime. It is our right to
use all available means to achieve that
goal,” said Julani.

Despite Julani’s effort to distance his
new group from Al-Qaeda, the United
States designated HTS a Foreign Ter-
rorist Organization in 2018 and placed
a $10 million bounty on him.
However, Julani says he has gone
through episodes of transformation
through the years. “A person in their
twenties will have a different person-
ality than someone in their thirties or
forties, and certainly someone in their
fifties. This is human nature.”

Turkey, the United Nations and several
other Western nations also continue to
designate HTS as a Foreign Terrorist
Organization, despite the group’s at-
tempts to distance itself from its roots.
Julani pushed back against the endur-
ing terror designation of HTS, calling
the label “primarily political and, at the
same time, inaccurate,” arguing that
some extremist practices had “created
a divide” between HTS and extremist
groups. He said that he was opposed to
some of the more brutal tactics used by

other groups which led to his severing
ties with them. He also said that he was
never personally involved in attacks on
civilians.

Julani’s interview with CNN on Thurs-
day was an about-face from the hard-
line rhetoric that he used during his
first-ever televised interview in 2013,
when he was interviewed by Al Jazeera
with his face in shadow. At the time, his
remarks were focused on furthering Al
Qaeda’s branch in Syria.

On Thursday, Julani projected a differ-
ent vision for the war-torn country. In
a sign of his attempted rebranding, he
also publicly used his real name for the
first time - Ahmed al-Sharaa - instead
of the nom de guerre by which he is
widely known.

If opposition forces succeed in toppling
Assad’s government, it will transition
into “a state of governance, institutions
and so on,” he envisioned.

Syria’s opposition forces are decentral-
ized and made up of different ideolo-
gies, albeit united by a common goal of
upending the Assad government.

The group said it is working to reas-
sure civilians and groups that suffered
persecution at the hands of extremist
groups in Syria’s decade-long civil war.
It also said it has gone out of its way to
publicly tell Christians and other reli-
gious and ethnic minorities that they
will live safely under its rule.

“There were some violations against
them [minorities] by certain individuals
during periods of chaos, but we ad-
dressed these issues,” Julani said, when
asked about concerns for their safety.
“No one has the right to erase another
group. These sects have coexisted in
this region for hundreds of years, and
no one has the right to eliminate them,”
he said.

“We are talking about a larger project
- we are talking about building Syria,”
Julani continued. “Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
is merely one part of this dialogue, and
it may dissolve at any time.”

Iran will not...

However, the demise of Daesh
did not bring an end to the con-
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such as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), continued their resistance
against the Syrian government,
maintaining a foothold in cer-
tain regions. After Daesh’s de-
cline, these groups, bolstered
by the support of the Zionist re-
gime and other entities seeking
Assad’s downfall, regained their
military capabilities and re-
sumed their operations. Regret-
tably, the Syrian army underes-
timated these threats, and when
the opposition forces launched
their offensive, the military was
unable to mount a strong de-

fense. Within a fortnight, the op-
position achieved its objectives,
capitalizing on the army’s unpre-
paredness.

What is evident is that no gov-
ernment can sustain its position
indefinitely through external
support alone. The preservation
of sovereignty hinges primarily
on the internal strength and loy-
alty of the government and its
military personnel, which was
notably lacking during the recent
crisis in Syria.

As we have observed, the ab-
sence of internal resolve to resist
adversaries leaves no alternative
but capitulation. The recent de-
velopments in Syria have in-
flicted significant damage to the

country’s infrastructure, thereby
weakening its overall stability.
Syria has endured severe eco-
nomic and military setbacks, and
its people have grappled with
economic hardships and pover-
ty. These compounded challeng-
es led to the Syrian army’s rap-
id disintegration in the face of
opposition forces, preventing it
from mounting a robust defense.
Moreover, the opposition, being
fellow Syrians and refraining
from mass killings unlike Daesh,
was more readily accepted by
the people, leading to the army’s
surrender. Despite these inter-
pretations, given Syria’s align-
ment with the axis of resistance,
Iran will certainly not leave the

Syrian people alone. Neighbor-
ing countries like Turkey, Russia,
Iraq, and Jordan will also not re-
main indifferent to Syria’s issues
and must take action to prevent
external domination with mali-
cious intent.

Syria has long been a staunch
ally of Iran, with its people sup-
porting the Iranian system and
nation. During the Iran-Iraq
War (1980-1988), Syria stood by
Iran against Saddam Hussein’s
regime. Consequently, Iran will
not withdraw its support from
Syria and its people. In the cur-
rent situation, Iranian officials
must implement measures to
prevent Syria from falling into
foreign hands, as the security of

Syria directly impacts Iran and
the broader region.

As we have witnessed, Iran has
not been passive in the face of
developments in Syria. The re-
cent activities of our foreign
minister, who has traveled to
Turkey, Russia, and several Arab
countries to facilitate a resolu-
tion, demonstrate Iran’s active
role. Extensive negotiations
have been conducted, including
arecent meeting in Qatar involv-
ing foreign ministers from eight
countries and some Syrian oppo-
sition figures, where discussions
focused on the Syrian crisis.
With the Assad government
having stepped down and new
conditions prevailing in the

country, Iran will closely mon-
itor Syrian issues and make in-
formed decisions. Iranian offi-
cials and policymakers, known
for their strategic acumen, can
navigate these developments
to steer the country and region-
al issues in the right direction.
Similar challenges, such as the
Taliban’s return to power in Af-
ghanistan and the fall of Sadd-
am Hussein’s regime, have been
managed through wise policies
and appropriate measures. In
the matter of Syria and recent
developments, we are confident
that Iran will not be left behind
and will guide the situation in
favor of our country, the Syrian
people, and the region.



