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Key Takeaways

l.lranian Information OpeEd¢imants of the Iranian regime leaked informat
purported plans to moderate regime behavior domestically and interna
ol cial close to Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larija
diaspora outlet that Larijani is pushing to moderate regime policies ar
and social reforms. The leak is likely meant to dissuade the United St
response to the brutal regime crackdown on protests. The leakers like
as rehabilitating itself and to imply that attacking the regime would be

2.lranian Protest Supprdssiargime is conducting a large-scale arrest ca
the protests and signaling its plans to execute some of the arrested. -
increasing its oppression against the Iranian public in order to preven
short of going out to the street, which indicates the regime believes tl
this protest wave has not passed.

3.lranian Regime Securitilzladibma:nian regime has allowed Iranians access
websites on the internet as part of the phase planned to resume interr
down the internet in response to the protests on January 8.

4.SDF Collapklke ceaselire that Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) Comman
Syrian President Ahmed al Shara signed on January 18 outlines broad
of the issues that the SDF has attempted to demand over the past yea
government agreement may not be any more lasting or el ective than tl
Conlict between the SDF and Syrian government may continue in the
destabilizes northern Syria and threatens US interests in Syria.
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o TEHRAN, IRAN. Thereaime is conducting alarge-scale arrest campaign following the
protests and signaling its plans to execute same of the arrested . The regime is continuing
and increasing its oppression against the lranian public in order to preventany protest
activily even short of going out to the street, which indicates the regime believes that the
threat it faced from this protest wave has not passed.

e TEHRAN, IRAN. The lranian regime has allowed lranians access to domestic websites on
the internetas part of the phase planned to resume intermet access. The regime shut down
the internetin response to the protests on January &.

o NORTHEASTERN SYRIA. The ceasefire that Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) Carmmander
Mazloum Abdi and Syrian President Ahmed al Shara signed on January 18 outlines broad
SDF concessions on several of theissues that the SDF has attempted to demand over the
pastyear. Conflict between the SDF and Syrian government may continue in the coming
days and weeks that destabilizes northern Syria and threatens LS interests in Syria.

Toplines

Elements of the Iranian regime leaked information about purported plans t
behavior domestically and interpB]tibmallgak is likely meant to dissuade the
from attacking Iran in response to the brutal regime crackdown on protest:
to Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani told an Englis
Larijani is pushing to moderate regime policies and conduct major econom
source alleged that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei backs Larijani in that el
Larijani s success depends on the United States and Israel, implying that
el orts to moderate and reform.[4] The leakers likely seek to portray the r¢
and to imply that attacking the regime would be counterproductive.

© 2026, Institute for the Study of War



Serious regime moderation depends entirely on Supreme Leader Khamenei
to signal his commitment to the hardline positions that he has maintained
speech on January 17 during which he reiterated his uncompromising stan
labeling them as foreign agents and terrorists.[5] Khamenei also emphasiz
economy but articulated no novel thoughts on how to do so.[6] Khamenei w
to debut major reforms if he were seriously considering them. That he did
extent to which Khamenei supports reforms and, in fact, indicates that he
previously held hardline views.

The leakers separately tried to validate relatively moderate regime 0 gures
voices.[7] The leakers claimed that Khamenei and Larijani enthusiastically
Minister Abbas Araghchi. That selective disclosure of information is likely
especially before foreign ol cials who doubt the extent to which he speaks
leakers further tried to connect Larijani and Araghchi to former moderate
his foreign minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, to reinforce the idea that the
resurgent in lran.

The portrayal of Larijani as a pragmatic reformer clashes with his record
overseen the most brutal crackdown that the regime has ever conducted, w
acknowledged and likened to the Tiananmen Square massacre.[8] The exte
become clearer, as more information has become available. An unspecil ec
that at least 5,000 people had died, including 500 security ol cers.[9] The
signild cantly higher, however. Iranian doctdrseuBim@sltarbokdtdl®l,500 prote
had died and around 330,000 were injured.[10] This is consistent with an
described the circumstances as urban warfare. [11]

The regime is conducting a large-scale arrest campaign following the prot
its plans to execute some of theTherdsaadan intelligence apparatus has anr
hundreds of arrests across the country in recent days.[12] Judiciary spoke
announced that the Judiciary will quickly hand outnsemaeabekknantanag@amnt st
God that carry the charge of the death penalty and deterrent punishmen
witness. [13] Supreme Court Head Mohammad Jafar Montazeri stated that
prioritizing terrorist and rioting cases and no slightest leniency. [14]

The regime is continuing and increasing its oppression against the lraniar
prevent any protest activity, even short of going out to the street, which i
regime believes that the threat it faced from this protest wawehihsams not pasc
residents tolWaheStreet Jonrheaduary 18 that Basij members have patrolled
on motorbikes in recent days, with some shouting, Don t come out! We 1]
warned residents to stay away from the windows.[16] Those Basij may belc
battalions, which are an elite, anti-riot force that is known for its common
control and intimidation. The regime most likely does not want protesters
from the window as an alternative to protesting on the street, which could
momentum, especially because the regime has continued to claim that the
pervasive security presence is preventing protesters from coming into the
citizens lack of desire to protest the regime.

The Iranian regime has allowed Iranians access to domestic websites on t
of the phase planned to resume internet access. The regime shut down the
response to the protests on Janulbhg 8rdbh83dn regime began its gradual plan
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restrictions on January 18, with users reporting the return of access to se
but only with access to Iranian websites.[19] Ordinary internet connectivit
January 18, however.[20] Iranian state media reported on January 18 that
messaging platforms.[21]

Iranian state media acknowledged that there were some dissenting voices
shutdown when it was Grst implemented on Jlaan€&ryll8C[@BMunications Serv|
Company s Board of Directors replaced Chief Executive OO cer (CEO) Alire
position for a year, with Mohammad Hossein Soleimani on January 18.[23]
that the reason for the change was that the operator had violated the regi
communications shutdown on January 8, which facilitated the protests, act
sources.[24]

The ceaselre that Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) Commander Mazloum A
President Ahmed al Shara signed on January 18 outlines broad SDF conce
the issues that the SDF has attempted to demand ovdheéh8ypiast geaernmen
seized large swaths of SDF-held territory in Ragqga and Deir ez Zor provin
January 17 and 18.[25] The government advanced through the southern Ra
SDF-held city of Tabga, SDF-held oil 0elds in the Ragqga desert, and SDF-
southern bank of the Euphrates River before advancing into Ragqa City.[2
simultaneously advanced across the Euphrates River in Deir ez Zor Provin
held villages and oil Gelds.[27] The sudden loss of territory forced the SD
government demands in a ceasellre agreement that Syrian President Ahme
commander Mazloum Abdi signed on January 18.[28]
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Assessed Control of Terrain in Northern Syria

January 18, 2026 at 2:00 PM ET
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The SDF agreed to immediately hand over administrative and military cont
provinces to the Syrian government.[29] All civil institutions in Hasakah P
the Syrian state s administrative structures.[30] The SDF will hand over a
gas G elds in northeastern Syria. The agreement also specid ed that the SD
defense and interior ministries on an individual basis. These requiremen
demands that the SDF presented to the Syrian government in December 20
Turkish oG cials recently alleged that hardliners within the SDF were respo
requests in negotiations that banned the Syrian government from entering
allowed the SDF to maintain control of border regions.[32] That the SDF a
on key issues that hardliners have demanded in recent months signals the
government s ol ensive into Ragga and Deir ez Zor collapsed the SDF and
negotiations.
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Assessed Control of Terrain in the Deir ez Zor Direction
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The new SDF-Syrian government agreement may not be any more lasting o

Agreement. The March 10 Agreement called for the SDF to merge all civil
northeastern Syria covering Raqga, Deir ez Zor, and Hasakah provinces in
addition to all border crossings, airports, and oil and gas G elds.[33] The ¢

fundamentally did erent interpretations of the agreement prevented any prc

led to a ten months-long negotiations process that prevented any real pro
place.[34]

Condict between the SDF and Syrian government may continue in the comi
that destabilizes northern Syria and threatens US interests in Syria, desp
ceasel r8DF snipers continued to engage Syrian government forces in Raq

went into el ect, according to Syrian media.[35] The 0 ghting between the ¢S

~
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Aleppo City demonstrated that some SDF 0 ghters do not necessarily answe
Abdi.[36] Numerous SDF G ghters remain in Ragga City and are likely scatt
Deir ez Zor countrysides. SDF-al liated G ghters may continue to engage S
across northeastern Syria in the coming days and weeks.

The SDF, which is a broad Kurdish-Arab coalition formed by the United St
weaker force than it was even days previously.[37] The large-scale mobili.
Ragqa and Deir ez Zor provinces signil cantly contributed to the SDF s col
seizure of Arab-majority areas froimet&8DFRS b&s[B8Jtorically used a heavy-ha
with Arab communities and suppressed certain Arab groups while empower
longstanding grievances against the SDF include limited reconstruction in
abuses of the local populations, and a lack of representative Arab leaders
unable to defend against tribal attacks, and the rapid collapse of the SDF
subsequent withdrawal to Kurdish-majority areas demonstrates that the SO
defending these areas against tribal 0 ghters.[41] It is unclear how many S
surrendered to the Syrian government since the ol ensive began.

The Syrian government s seizure of nearly all of Deir ez Zor and Raqqga pr
Hasakah Province border provides it with signil cant territorial advantages
past year, including the possibly imminent deployments to el ectively surr
Kurdish heartlands in northern Aleppo and Hasakah Province.[42] Syrian ¢
began to advance north and east from Ragqga City on January 18, likely in
government control over Ragqga Province.[43] Syrian forces may el ectively
areas within the coming days in Hasakah Province and the northern Alepp«
they continue to advance at their current rate without sustained oppositiol

The new territorial changes in Syria also present serious risks to US inter
stabilize Syria, however. The SDF has largely been stripped of the protecH
Kurdish areas, and thus the resumption of any condict between governmen
SDF G ghters would present a direct threat to Kurdish-majority areas. The
to Kurdish-majority areas could, in a worst-case scenario, enable Syrian g
pro-Turkish forces to commit an ethnic cleansing campaign in Kurdish are:
have done in the past in Syria.[44] Turkey, which has facilitated ethnic cl
several campaigns during the Syrian civil war, maintains a close relations
and may calculate that SDF-al liated 0 ghters constitute a signil cant enoucg
interests to warrant another operation.

The resumption of serious conlict between the United States two Syrian ¢
have dire consequences on current US and Syrian counter-1SIS el orts in ¢S
between the Syrian army, internal security forces, and SDF risks drawing
both parties el orts to contain ISIS in northeastern Syria, in addition to a
the lack of committed forces to seize weapons, move 0 ghters, and take ste
did during the ensuing power vacuum that followed the collapse of the Ass
2024.[45] US forces completed their planned withdrawal from the Ain al As
January 17, which increases the US reliance on positions in Iraqi Kurdista
in the region.[46] US forces withdrawal from Ain al Assad attaches even ¢
States maintaining a productive US-Kurdish partnership.

Syrian President Ahmed al Shara is expected to meet with Abdi on Januar)
in Syria.[47] Shara recently issued a decree on January 16 that al rmed th

© 2026, Institute for the Study of War



integral and authentic part of the Syrian people and provided Syrian Kt
declaring Nowruz, the Kurdish New Year, a national holiday in Syria and d
language that is permitted in public and private schools located in Kurdist
decree nor the January 18 government-SDF ceaselire addresses the princi|
have demanded since the fall of the regime as a matter of protection and
guarantees for Kurdish rights and decentralization.[49] US ol cials and int
press the Syrian government to engage with Kurdish demands in order to e
of future condict.
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January 18.[h®Wgsein s visit to Tehran follows a recent phone call on Janua
Iragi National Security Adviser Qassem al Araji, in which Larijani and Ara
of the March 2023 Iran-lraq security agreement.[51] The March 2023 agree
to disarm and relocate Kurdish anti-regime groups away from the Iran-Irag
regime has long been concerned about cross-border Kurdish militant activ
attempting to simultaneously defend against Kurdish militant activity and
border provinces, particularly in Ilam, Kermanshah, and West Azerbaijan g

Senior Iran-backed Iragi militia Kataib Hezbollah commander Abu Talib al
January 16 that the group would target US military bases in Iraq and the N
United States intervenes[8B]ISanidi s threat comes after Kataib Hezbollah S
Abu Hussein al Hamidawi released a statement on January 12 that warned
would pay a double price if the United States attacked Iran.[56] CTP-ISV
Iranian-backed Iragi militias may be taking inspiration from recent Iranian
following the intent of Iranian ol cials.[57]
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lran Update, January 1

INSTITUTE FOR THE

Kelly Campa, Katherine Wells, Andie Parry, Ria Reddy, Brian Ca

Analyst Not®sxta Cutol: 2:00 PM ET. CTP-ISW has published an abbreviate
19 that covers only events in Syria and Iran and will resume full coverage
20.

Key Takeaways

1.SDF Collapse and Risks for the US CounteTrhlSI iNleslsBamates framewor
sustaining success against the Islamic State in Iragq and al Sham (ISIS
collapsing. The risk that G ghting in the northeast will signid cantly imp
ISIS remains high unless negotiations or Kurdish operations can slow
advance towards Kurdish-majority areas. The current conditions in notr
Kurdish insurgency that will further create massive setbacks for the G
campaign.

2.SDF Collapse and Risks for Communal Violence AGadensStythenKurds:
government s takeover risks facilitating serious communal violence ag
as government forces enter Kurdish-majority areas. The Syrian govern
potentially problematic units into sensitive areas, possibly due to Sha
opportunity to take over certain SDF-held areas.

3.lranian Regime s Crackdown on Plratestesresident Masoud Pezeshkian
Speaker Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, and Judiciary Chief Gholam Hoss
rhetorically favored leniency toward protesters but continue to suppor
hardline approach to protesters, including executions.

4.Internet Shutdown inThremmegime will likely continue its internet shutdo
indications that Pezeshkian and members of his administration may su
the internet.
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Protests in Iran

From 3:30 PM ET on January 18 to 3:30 PM ET on January 19, 2026

The Iranian regime will likely continue its internet I I
shutdown despite indications that President Masoud
Pezeshkian and members of his administration may STUDY OF WAR
support lifting restrictions on internet access =
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THREATS
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The United States framework for sustaining success against the Islamic S
Sham (ISIS) in northeastern Syria iShkeol|Sypsanggovernment appears to be t
to fully take over northeastern Syria from the SDF after talks between SDI
and Syrian Transitional President Ahmed al Shara in Damascus on Januar)
and Shara met to presumably discuss and G nalize the ceaselire agreement
January 18 that outlined broad SDF concessions to Shara and his Damasc!
demanded during the January 19 meeting that the SDF hand over the auto
government, according to an SDF source.[3] Abdi left Damascus without at
agreement.[4] Government forces which have secured much of formerly SD
northeastern Syria as of January 19 are advancing towards both of the rer
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Syria: the Kurdish-majority areas around Kobani, northern Aleppo Province
City, Hasakah Province, to the east.[5] The SDF called upon Kurds in and
to Gght the Turkish state and its ISIS-minded gangs shortly after Abdi re
Syrian government contains many Islamist militia factions and some Salal
include organized ISIS G ghters. Kurdish G ghters are reportedly preparing -
in Kobani and Hasakah City, according to local media.[7]

Assessed Control of Terrain in Eastern Syria

January 19, 2026 at 2:00 PM ET

Syrian government I I
Turk forces are advancing
urkey towards Kurdish-majority Fe LTINS
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The Syrian government
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Sl (Fisen \ fully capture northeastern
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| Province
4@ Adtan Prison Syria from the SDF after talks
between SDF Commander
Mazloum Abdi and Syrian
Transitional President Ahmed
al Shara reportedly failed in
( Damascus

The Syrian army attempted to assume control over
at least two SDF-held ISIS detention facilities in
Raqga and Hasakah, leading in one instance to the
escape of ISIS fighters from a facility in Shaddadi.
Syrian forces are reportedly advancing on al Hol,
Syria’s largest internally displaced persons camp
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The Syrian government s ol ensive in northeastern Syria is driving a violel
ground that has enabled ISIS O ghters to escape prison facilities. The Syri
control over at least two SDF-held ISIS detention facilities in Hasakah an
and engaged SDF units holding the centers.[8] Government-SDF G0 ghting af
the release of over a hundred ISIS G ghters into the area.[9] It is not clear
at this time, and the Syrian government and the SDF are trading accusatio
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released the G ghters.[10] Syrian army units reportedly recaptured the maj
declaring a curfew over the city and coordinating with US forces.[11] Kur
surrounded by and engaging with Syrian government forces at Agtan Priso
north of Ragqga City.[12] Syrian government forces are also advancing on |
persons camp the largest in Syria with 10,000 Syrians and 6,000 third cou
whom are ISIS supporters.[13] ISIS detention facilities in northeastern Sy
limited to Aqtan and Shadaddi prisons, hold an estimated 8,500 ISIS G ghte
disrupts the containment of ISIS O ghters and supporters in these facilities
g ghters into a violent, chaotic environment that may soon experience hea\

The risk that 0 ghting in the northeast will signil cantly imperil the US mis:
unless negotiations or Kurdish operations can slow the pace of governmen
majority areas. A slowdown or halt of the government s advance can keep
out of Kurdish-majority areas and allow enough time for negotiations to st
more stable handover of SDF-held territory and infrastructure, including I

© 2026, Institute for the Study of War | v1.2.71



Assessed Control of Terrain in Shaddadi
January 19, 2026 at 2:00 PM ET
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The Syrian government’s takeover of HE DR. JACK LONDON
northeastern Syria is driving a violent, chaotic GEOSPATJAL FUND
situation on the ground that allowed for ISIS
fighters to escape an SDF-controlled detention
facility in Shaddadi

~
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Syrian army units reportedly re-captured many
of the ISIS fighters after declaring a curfew over
the city and coordinating with US forces
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Shara s strategic objective to unite and consolidate his central governmer
of Syrian territory will likely drive him to prioritize operations to seize the
northeastern Syria over assuming counter-1SIS responsibilities in newly s«
northeastern Syria, which imperils US strategic objectives to contain ISIS
resurgenc®hara has pursued negotiations with the Kurds for over a year to
northeastern Syria.[15] The advance of Syrian forces towards Kobani and
suggests that Shara sees a strategic window to impose state control over
in Kobani and Hasakah before Kurdish forces can organize a meaningful d
to order his forces to halt advances northwest and northeast in the absent
that gives Damascus full control over northeastern Syria and without extel
long-held objectives.

Shara s decision to seize a strategic window to further his own state cent!
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Syria caused the collapse of the SDF and a chaotic SDF withdrawal that h
handover of SDF security responsibilities, including its counter-I1SIS respc
withdrawal from Deir ez Zor led the SDF, including presumably counter-1S|
positions throughout the province that were necessary assets for the SDF
the Euphrates River. Interior Ministry forces, which have deployed along t
stabilize and secure the area, did not coordinate an el ective or stable tak
result of the SDF s rapid collapse.[16] Interior Ministry forces are the Syr
counter-1S1S force. Serious coordination between the SDF and Interior Mir
had it actually occurred, may have allowed the Syrian government to more
ISIS operations in the region. Any future Syrian government operations, p
areas, may also invalidate any possible Syrian or SDF agreement to fold S
Syrian state security services, as Shara and Abdi agreed in 2025.[17] It is
this proposal given the current circumstances.

The government s takeover also risks facilitating serious communal violen
Kurds, particularly as government forces enter KurdisB erha jopo vtg/r mmeeang. for ¢
and the SDF have accused the other of committing atrocities against civili
entered Ragga and Deir ez Zor provinces on January 18. Syrian media and
circulated reports that SDF G ghters killed or injured over 100 people in tri
Province.[18] Others have alleged that Syrian army forces have conducted
abuses against SDF 0 ghters.[19] These reports create an environment tha
motivated violence, regardless of whether they are exaggerated or false.
that took place along the Syrian coast in March 2025 and in Suwayda Prov
rapidly.[20]

The Syrian government has also deployed potentially problematic units int
to Shara s decision to exploit the opportunity to take over certain SDF-he!
exploit this opportunity rapidly to be successful; the SDF s collapse and t
government advance will be temporary, and it can reorganize if given the
army s 72nd Division, which consists of several pro-Turkish militias that f
targeting Kurdish forces during the Syrian civil war, advanced into Hasake
72nd Division presumably advanced into Hasakah City because some of its
nearby Peace Spring region prior to the launch of the government ol ensiv
with a large Kurdish population at any extremely sensitive moment raises
Syrian government s commitment to preventing further communal violence.
the historic violence between various Turkish-backed Syrian National Arm:
minorities as a factor that has deepened their fear and mistrust of the Syr
SNA groups have been incorporated into government forces as of January
of the forces deployed to Kurdish-majority areas.[22]

The current conditions in northern Syria also risk fueling a Kurdish insurg
further create massive setbacks for the Global Coalition s coUte ISYy$il&n ca
government s rapid and forceful advance into northern Syria, and particulz:
may facilitate a longer-term Kurdish insurgency, particularly if the govern
and Hasakah. The government s rapid seizure of areas in Aleppo and Raqc
partially, to the disorganization of SDF 0 ghting forces across the Raqga c¢
SDF, which a Syrian government map claimed is largely consolidated arou
not appear to be organized in Raqgqga or Deir ez Zor in any meaningful way
some SDF cells still operating in the Ragga countryside and in areas in H:
government claims to have secured, however. Both are rural areas that co
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Kurdish-majority villages throughout the countryside that could render SD
support. Kurdish insurgents could also rely upon existing networks with Kt
northern Aleppo Province.

The government may prioritize combating a Kurdish insurgency, if it emerc
Any longer-term insurgency in northern Syria would pull government resou
the growing threat of ISIS towards countering a burgeoning Kurdish insurg
prioritization. A Kurdish insurgency would likely be more capable and sup]
ISIS in the short-term, and therefore more of a threat to the government.

to prioritize the threat from the SDF because of the immediate threat it po
term. The SDF and its civil institutions governed Kurdish areas of Syria fc
deep ties in the communities that will enable insurgents to access logistic
better armed than ISIS, which has been relatively weak since 2019. The S
multiple SDF-built VBIEDs in the last 24 hours, for example, while it and
only very rarely.[24]

Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian, Parliament Speaker Mohammad Bag
Judiciary Chief Gholam Hossein Mohseni Ejei have rhetorically favored ler
protesters but continue to support the regime s normal hardline approach
including executPoazseshkian, Ghalibaf, and Ejei called for Islamic compas
those who were deceived and did not play a major role in terrorist inciden
January 19.[25] This statement notably does not say that all protesters sh
continues to refer to protests as terrorist incidents, echoing the regime
as seditionists and foreign-backed armed terrorists. [26] The Judiciary
sentences tantammohart@behmity against God that carry the charge of the
for protesters deemed to be terrorists. [27] The regime has historically re
regime protests with mass arbitrary arrests, sentencing some protesters t
while informally releasing others or freeing them through Khamenei s pard
rights organization reported that Iranian security forces have arrested at
January 19.[29] The regime cannot detain nearly 25,000 people and will al
thousands, issue life sentences, and execute others. Khamenei pardoned 1
and the Judiciary sentenced at least 25 protesters to death and executed
the 2022 Mahsa Amini protests.[30] It is unsurprising that Pezeshkian, Gh
leniency toward some protesters, since many would likely be released or
standard crackdown policy. The joint statement signals support for the reg
protesters by al rming the regime narrative that some protesters are respo
regime has yet to publicly execute protesters from the January 2026 prote
organization reported that regime jailers have committed lethal abuse at t

The regime will likely continue its internet shutdown despite indications tl
members of his administration may support lifting restrictioRszersthhieannter
advised Supreme National Security Council Secretary Ali Larijani on Januz
communications restrictions to facilitate online business.[32] Science, Te
Economy Vice President Hossein Afshin stated on January 19 that internet
restored today, tomorrow, or by the end of the week. [33] Afshin added th
IP access to large companies if disruptions continue, but emphasized that
the challenges facing the digital economy.[34] The Pezeshkian administrat
internet access because it recognizes the economic toll that sustaining th
Iranian economy. Internet monitor NetBlocks estimates that country-wide i
$1.5 million USD per hour.[35] The shutdown, however, enables the regimi

© 2026, Institute for the Study of War | v1.2.71



brutal protest crackdown from its people and the international community.
it continues to believe that the threat it faced from this protest wave has
be reticent to signil cantly ease internet restrictions in the near future if |
large-scale protests.

POWERED BY: |ﬂ:| BABELSTREET
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crackdown/#:~:text=0n%2017%20November%n2C%20the%20third,to%20provi
gure;
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[29] https://x.com/hra_news/status/2012999311525662792

[30]
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df95;
https://www.omct.org/en/resources/statements/iran-a-year-after-mahsa-am
ill-under-attack

[31]
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ed-in-custody-rights-group

[32] https://t.me/sepah_pasdaran/177717
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[34] https://t.me/farsna/408387; https://www.instagram.com/p/DTsUDz5CkQ(C
[35] https://netblocks.org/cost/
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lran Update, January 2
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Toplines

Syrian President Ahmed al Shara likely decided to temporarily halt the Syl
ol ensive on Syrian Democratic Forces-held (SDF) territory in northeasterr
phone call with US President Donald Trump[dh Shavargni9SDF Commander
Mazloum Abdi failed on January 19 to dnalize a ceaselre that both men he
January 18, reportedly due to Abdi s request forlve days to consult with
demands.[2] Syrian government forces then advanced toward the remaining(
Kurdish populations.[3] Shara and Trump discussed the protection of the
January 19 phone call, according to a Syrian readout of the call.[4] Shara
concession to Abdi in a mutual understanding on January 20 by granting
SDF leaders and secure their agreement to Shara s terms, which include t
Syrian state and the handover of Hasakah Province to the state.[5] This is
Shara could have continued his advance and attempted todnish his el orts
was disorganized and militarily vulnerable. The four-day pause also provic
prepare defenses if he cannot secure agreement within the SDF to accept
defenses below). Shara pledged that the Syrian army will not enter Hasak:
villages in the event of an agreement. [6] Trump said during a January 2C
administration is trying to protect the Kurds in Syria, further suggesting
enact a brief ceaselire to reduce harm to KurlhésBycoanmMiritsesy of Defense
announced on January 20 a full ceasedre on all sectors, and the SDF a0 |
agreemé’ht.

A four-day ceaselre that slows the government s takeover of Hasakah Pro
the Syrian government and SDF to organize a more orderly transition of cc
State in Iraqg and al Sham (ISIS) detention facilities and camps holding IS
have been subject to uncoordinated and dangerdhe SeacooderioonNns must be ¢
rapidly because there is a very high risk of ISIS breakouts at this time.Th
against the SDF in northern Syria caused a chaotic SDF withdrawal that h;:
handover of SDF security responsibilities, including the SDF s control of |
internally displaced persons (IDP) camps that house ISIS supporters. The
January 20 at the al Hol IDP camp the largest in Syria with 10,000 Syri
nationals, many of whom are ISIS supporters.[9] The Syrian government a
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the camp with no coordination and releas[ing] residents, and the SDF ac
taking the camp bYTherc&DF also claimed that government forces continued
forces at Aqtan Prison, which is an ISIS detention center north of Ragga (
pause in 0 ghting near Hasakah may allow the government to divert more r¢
handover of previously SDF-held detention centers and IDP camps, which
thus far. Government-SDF G ghting at Shaddadi Prison resulted in the brea
into the surrounding area on January 19, for example.[12] Hasakah City, w
pledged to remain outside of for four days, hosts ISIS detainees at a cent
neighborh'®’lB1S previously attacked this facility in 2022, which enabled n
possibly many more) to escape the facility.[14]

The Syrian army will likely enter Hasakah City, Qamishli, and other Kurdis
villages in the absence of an agreement after the four-day ceaselre expir
setting conditions to Shorimm. civil institutions will enter Hasakah City, Qam
in the event of an agreement, but it is unclear how these institutions will
army will likely use the four-day pause to solidify its control and presence
Province. The Syrian army reportedly deployed to positions that Shammari
northeastern Hasakah Province on January 20, such as the Yaroubiyah bor
Hami¥!lraqgi and Syrian media reported that the G ghters are members of th
an SDF-al liated unit that consists of about 4,500 0 ghté&fsStrmm AhabS&BA M
contingents have defected since the beginning of thé HloeeSypmamtaoingnsive
capture of territory in the SDF s rear provides the government with signid
when 0 ghting resumes.
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Assessed Control of Terrain around Hasakah

January 20, 2026 at 2:00 PM ET

The Syrian government and SDF agreed to a
four-day ceasefire on January 20, which may
allow for the Syrian government and SDF to

organize a more orderly transition of control

over ISIS detention facilities
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Syrian government forces seized al
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Syrian MoD forces also continued to advance on Kobani, northernflARleppo |
Syrian forces have seized Sarrin, which is roughly 16 kilometers south of
also taken a key bridge over the northern Euphrates River that will provid
route to Kobani from government territory.[21] Syrian forces appear to cor
west M4 highway as of January 20, which will also aid their deployment to
retreat from Kobani in the absence of a negotiated settlement.[22] Syrian
the Syrian MoD committed to not entering Kurdish villages and towns on J
the time of this writing if MoD forces will halt their advance before enteril
explicitly mentioned in the agreement.[23]
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Assessed Control of Terrain around Manbij
January 20, 2026 at 2:00 PM ET
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Shara s concession to Abdi may enable the SDF to reorganize its forces f¢
government attacks. Abdi conlrmed on January 20 that the SDF has withd
within Kurdish-majority aféads1énS®yiaould use the four days to reorganize
its hardened, ideological Kurdish People s Protection Units (YPG) to defel
cities. Many YPG commanders have fought for decades as part of the Kurd

Shara s decision to deploy units accused of human rights abuses to Hasak
tensions in sensitive Kurdish-majority areas, though the pause will create
units if Shara chooses to do so. Shara s decision to exploit advantageous
government advance into Hasakah Province on January 18 and 19 likely le
deploying units accused of human rights abuses against Kurds into sensiti
Syrian army s 72nd Division, which consists of several pro-Turkish militia:
ol ensives targeting Kurdish forces during the Syrian civil war, advanced i
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for example.[26] Elements of the 72nd Division were already in place nort!
therefore a logical if extremely dangerous choice to exploit success on th
has prioritized destroying SDF control over northeastern Syria over all ott
ol ensive. A Syria analyst circulated a report on January 20 that suggests
deployed within Hasakah Province.[27] The 76th Division is led by US-san
Bakr and largely consists of former G ghters from the Hamza Division, whic
European Union sanctioned in 2023 and 2025, respectively, for committing
including Kurds.[28] The deployment of the 76th Division, if accurate, risk
situation in northeastern Syria by introducing actors who have set conditi¢
their units where atrocities against certain minorities are acceptable and
The atrocities committed in March 2025 by the 76th Division signil cantly \
in western Syria, for example.[30]

Some hardline elements within the SDF s leadership may pressure Abdi to

terms for the SDF s intedmbationill consult with other SDF leaders on a de
the integration of the SDF and its remaining territory into the Syrian state
The Syrian government will likely advance into Hasakah City and Qamishli

Shara s terms. The SDF allirmed its willingness to move forward with the |
18 agreement in a statement on January 20 about Shara and Abdi s new a
divisions within the SDF make it far from clear whether Abdi will be able t
SDF leaders.[32] US and Syrian o0 cials have blamed the prolongation and
government-SDF negotiations on PKK-linked leaders within the SDF s lead
demands have prevented pragmatic SDF leaders from making progyeias witt
media reported that PKK-aligned leaders have placed immense pressure
January 18 agreement Wish&teahas not compromised on any of his core de
the handover of Hasakah Province and the SDF s integration into the defe
may not be able to secure any concessions from Shara that would possibly
SDF to surrender territory to the Syrian government.

Some YPG or hardline SDF elements could resume attacks against the gov
insurgency even if Abdi formally accepts Shara s terms. Hardliners in Aley
implement a ceasel re there in early January, which led to the current gov
assessed on January 15 that divisions between SDF leaders aligned with t
risks triggering future military engagements between the Syrian governme
Syria.[36] Syrian forces would presumably respond if attacked, which coul
particularly given the deployment of problematic Syrian army units.

The government has moved to quickly assert control over Deir ez Zor, Ale]
provinces, which may reduce the risk of tribal violentTaeiPAthbsBak&reaas.Jab
Shammar, and Aqgidat tribes defected from the SDF, and Kurdish-majority
into the Kurdish heartland in northeastern Syria from Deir ez Zor and Raq
Interior Ministry deployed the General Security Service (GSS) to areas of
that were seized on January 17 and 18 by Arab tribes previously aligned w
successfully intervened in minor instances of score settling between meml
collaborating with the SDF.[39] Arab tribe members killed at least 15 othe
score settling in Ragga City immediately after the SDF withdrew from the
the city on January 18 have reduced reports of interpersonal violence.[40]
security have been aided by the rapid deployment of civil authorities to ne
administrative services.[41] Syrian authorities appointed Abdel Rahman S
governor on Jan{®mylaMeh previously served as secretary-general to Shara
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former SDF-held Afrin, Azaz, al Bab, Jarablus, and Manbij as the deputy ¢
Syrian government ol cials are also securing control over water, oil, agric
infrastructure in former SDF-held territory.[44]

Lebanese ol cials likely seek to avoid high-level negotiations with Israel b
negotiations would presumably require the Lebanese government to make
to disarm Hezbollah across all Lebanese territory, which it has thus far be
The Israel-Lebanon ceasellire monitoring committee has recently halted its
due to disagreements among its members over the mechanism s role and H
mechanism, which oversees the implementation of the November 2024 Isra
agreement, has not held any meetings since January 7 and postponed its .
meetings.[45] Israeli and Lebanese oG cials held frequent direct meetings
between December 2025 and early January 2026 to resolve outstanding ist
The meetings producedastilmiterdowever.[47] US and Israeli ol cials reported]|
Lebanon raise the level of its negotiations with Israel, which presumably
level negotiations with Israeli o0 cials.[48] The United States also reporte
Lebanese-Israeli political and military committee to manage hostilities a
disartrezbollah.[49] Lebanese sources told Lebanese media on January 20
government is attached to the mechanism and has called for a mechanisr
immediately.[50] Lebanese o0 cials have routinely rejected any direct nego
the mechanism until Israel ceases its operations and withdraws from Leba
Israel outside the mechanism would presumably require the Lebanese gove
decisions and commitments to disarm Hezbollah. The Lebanese governmen
such commitments because it has sought to avoid taking aggressive action
increasingly unwilling to disarm Hezbollah, particularly north of the Litani
unrest.[52] Hezbollah has frequently rejected disarmament and threatened
protests in Lebanon if the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) tries to disarm tfr

Israel reportedly supports negotiating with the Lebanese government outsi
mechanism and condning the mechanism s discussions to economic cooper
Lebanese medialijbddased economic cooperation between Israel and Leban
build trust between the two countries and may erode support for Hezbollat
Lebanese populalt$oaeli ol cials have continuously called since December 2
meetings to focus solely on economic cooperation.[55] Israeli o0 cials havi
an economic zone along the Israel-Lebanon border to create strategic dejy
cross-border Hezbollah attacks.[56] US ol cials have also emphasized that
means to weaken Hezbollah.[57] Economic cooperation with mechanism me
the United States, could help the Lebanese government receive the dnanci
itself as the primary provider of services in Lebanon. Hezbollah has histol
011 a social service and development void that the Lebanese government h
enables the group to maintain its support base and position itself as a cri
economic support for the Lebanese government could undermine Hezbollah
support base, which in turn would make it easier for the Lebanese state tc
and/or politically.

The Lebanese government s unwillingness to participate in high-level talk:
ol cials and take meaningful steps to disarm Hezbollah may undermine e o
renewed conldict in Lebsarraedi, US, and European ol cials have warned since
Israel will launch an expanded operation in Lebanon if the Lebanese govel
disarm Hezbollah.[59] Israel previously delayed an operation in December
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dialogue with the Lebanese government.[60] Israeli media noted on Januat
States is intensifying pressure on the Lebanese government and may grar
action north of the Litani River if the Lebanese government does not dem
willingness to disarm Hezbollah.[61]

The Iranian regime has expanded its crackdown beyond protesters by targ
and businesses that supported the protests, which risks exacerbating tens
regime and a part of the Iranian population that the regime has long relie«
Merchants in Tehran began protesting on December 28, 2025, in response
conditions and the rapid devaluation of the Iranian rial.[62] Shopkeepers .
subsequently went on strike in support of the protests.[63] Engaging in ec
dangerous than participating in protests, given that security forces are le:
business owners who go on strike but do not participate in protests. The T
announced on January 20 that it has opened cases against 60 businesses
supported calls for protests on JAhelargn8Pandex.utor Ali Salehi previously
hardline judicial approach to the protests, dismissing US President Donalc
canceled executions as baseless nonsense and emphasizing that the judi
will be decisive, deterrent, and swift. [65] Iranian Supreme Court Head M
similagtgted on January 20 that the judiciary mustOle special cases agai
riots, including individuals who closed their shops or stopped conducting
protests.[66] Anti-regime media separately reported on January 19 that th
accounts of several business owners who went on strike in Esfahan Provin
arrested and seized the assets of Mohammad Saedinia, who is the owner o
Province, on January 13 for inciting unrest after he joined the national s
Guards Corps (IRGC)-al liated media claimed on January 19 that the value
equal to the d nancial damage caused by protesters in Tehran.[69] The Ira
arrested and threatened to execute merchants who went on strike during p
stop protest activity.[70] The regime s current crackdown on merchants wi
grievances of the demographic that initiated the current protest movement
has not signaled any willingness or intention to implement fundamental ec
underlying issues that plague the Iranian economy.

The Iranian regime has threatened to attack US strategic assets in the Mi
United States strikes Iran, very likely to try to deter any US actidAmnag@ains
Forces General Stal (AFGW)eaéifliaPedss listed on January 20 several US b
East that the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Aerospace Force
claimed that the IRGC Aerospace Force could target these bases with Fate
and Shahed, Arash, and Hadid 110 drones.[72] Iran previously attacked al
the June 2025 Israel-lran War.[73] AFGS Cultural Deputy Brigadier Genere
warned on January 20 that Iran would respond to any attempt to harm Sup
with a strong retaliation.[74] These threats came after an adviser to lrani;:
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf suggested on January 19 that Iran did not use
during the Israel-lIran War because the regime was anticipating a larger c«
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Protests in Iran

January 20, 2026 at 3:30 PM ET
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PAKISTAN

US-led international coalition forces completed their planned withdrawal f
Airbase in Anbar Province, Iraq, on January 17, which marked the end of t
US withdrawal from Iralgai6Army Chief of Stal Lieutenant General Abdul /
oversaw the deployment of Iraqi military units to the base and inspected t
operational readiness on January 17.[77] The United States and Iraq agre:¢
led international coalition forces would withdraw from federal Iraq by Sep:
remaining forces would withdraw from the country by the end of 2026.[78]
Mohammad Shia al Sudani announced in late October 2025 that 250 to 350
support personnel would remain at Ain al Asad to support US operations
Iraqgi Defense Ministry director of media and moral guidance said on Janusg
advisers are based in Erbil, Iragi Kurdistan.[80] A US ol cial told Reuters
United States would reduce its military personnel from 2,500 to less than

© 2026, Institute for the Study of War | v1.2.71



remaining personnel to the Iraqgi Kurdistan Region from federal Iraq.[81] C
18 that the US withdrawal from federal Iraq increases the United States r
Kurdistan to counter ISIS in the region.[82] The withdrawal of US forces f
greater weight to the United States maintaining a productive US-Kurdish r

Key Takeaways

1.Syrian Government OO0 ensive in NortheaSyeranSRréasident Ahmed al Sha
decided to temporarily halt the Syrian government ol ensive on Syrian
(SDF) territory in northeastern Syria after a phone call with US Presid
19. Shara and Trump discussed the protection of the Kurdish people.
major concession to Abdi in a mutual understanding on January 20 b
consult with SDF leaders and secure their agreement to Shara s terms
integration into the Syrian state and the handover of Hasakah Provinc
pause provides Abdi an opportunity to prepare defenses if he cannot s
SDF to accept the deal.

2.Status of ISIS Detention Facilities and fDRrQampseasel re that slows t
government s takeover of Hasakah Province may enable the Syrian go\
organize a more orderly transition of control over Islamic State in Irac
facilities and camps holding ISIS supporters, which have been subject
dangerous handovers. The MoD backdIlled the SDF on January 20 at th
largest in Syria, with 10,000 Syrians and 6,000 third-country nationals
supporters.

3.Internal SDF Decision-Bakieagiardline elements within the SDF s leade
pressure Abdi to reject Shara s terms for the SDF s integration. Abdi
leaders on a detailed plan for the integration of the SDF and its rem
Syrian state over the next four days. Some YPG or hardline SDF eleme
against the government or launch a Kurdish insurgency even if Abdi fo
terms.

4. lranian Regime Crackblmevriranian regime has expanded its crackdown b
by targeting merchants and businesses that supported the protests, wi
tensions between the regime and a part of the Iranian population that
on for support.

5.lranian Threats to US Fleckrsanian regime has threatened to attack US
the Middle East if the United States strikes Iran, very likely to try to
regime.

6.US Military Presence iWnSlrleg: international coalition forces completed 1
withdrawal from Ain al Asad Airbase in Anbar Province, Iraq, on Janua
of the Grst phase of the US withdrawal from Iragq.

lran

See topline section.
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lraq

The Iraqi federal government has taken steps to secure the Iraq-Syria bor
prevent any instability that the Syrian government s ol ensive in northeast
from spreading intoSlaagral Iraqgi military units, including the 25th Popular
(PMF) Brigade and forces under the PMF Euphrates Operations Command,
border.[83] The PMF is an Iraqgi state security service that includes a larg
militias that answer to Iran instead of the Iraqi prime minister.[84] The fo
Euphrates Operations Command are led by Major General Kazem Musa al ¢
Badr Organization-alt liated 10th PMF Brigade.[85] An informed source told
January 19 that unidentiGed elite [army] formations are also deploying tc
Minister Abdul Amir al Shammari, Army Chief of Stall Lieutenant General /
unspecil ed military leaders visited the al Qaim and al Rumana districts ne
January 20 to review security measures.[87] Iraqi federal government o0 ci
instability in Syria will cause the threat of ISIS to spill over into Iraq.[88]
Shia al Sudani emphasized the importance of controlling the Iragq-Syria bo
Irag-Syria security cooperation in a phone call with Syrian President Ahm

Syria

See topline section.

Arabian Peninsula

CTP-ISW has temporarily suspended its coverage of Yemen beginning on J
of the protests in Iran.

Palestinian Territories & Lebanon

See topline section.

POWERED BY: I:lﬂ:l BABELSTREET
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lran Update, January 21, 2026

Kelly Campa, Katherine Wells, Carolyn Moorman, Benjamin Schmida, Bel
Fattah, Avery Borens, Brian Carter

Analyst Not®sta Cutold: 2:00 PM ET

Toplines

The Syrian Democratic Force (SDF) leadership may fracture over a decisic
President Ahmed al Shara s terms for the SDF to integrate into the Syrian
risk instigating serious conldict between government forces aBgrKamrdish 0 ¢
President Ahmed al Shara provided a major concession to SDF Commander
understanding on January 20 by granting Abdi four days to consult with S
agreement to Shara s terms, which include the integration of the SDF and
Syrian state.[1l] Some hardline elements within the SDF s leadership may |
terms for the SDF s integration, given how Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK
subverted and delayed previous rounds of negotiations under which the Sy
more favorable terms to the SDF.[2]

CTP-ISW assesses that the most likely course of action entails Abdi and a
moderate SDF leaders agreeing to Shara s terms, while some hardline SDF
capitulate and continue thobldghmay be able to rally enough support for a ne
integrate the SDF and avoid further bloodshed among some SDF leaders, |
indications that hardline SDF leaders have softened their positions. The C
appears to be encouraging Kurds in Syria to resist the Syrian government
iniuencing hardline People s Protection Units (YPG) leaders decision-ma
Karayilan released a statement to Kurdish media on January 20, in which |
Tahrir al Sham, and the Islamic State in Ilraq and Syria (ISIS) have launch
that seeks to redesign the region so that Kurdish people do not have wi
inOammatory language undermines moderate positions. Karyilan encourage
whatever is necessary. [4]

CTP-ISW continues to assess that some hardline SDF elements could deci
the government or launch a Kurdish insurgency at any point, even if Abdi
accept Shara s terms. Karayilan advised Syrian Kurds to organize yourse.
appropriate path and method to respond to Syrian government attacks, bu
not rush. [5] Hardline SDF leaders may interpret such a remark as a call
campaign against the Syrian government, even if Abdi and other leaders a
government assumes control over Kurdish-majority areas. These hardliner:
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