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Executive Summary

Assad's fall in December 2024 reshaped the security map of Jordan’s northern border. This paper assesses
Jordan’s stabilisation role in the geopolitical hotspots of southern Syria, Daraa, Suwayda, and Quneitra,
and what it can realistically achieve. Israeli-backed sectarian separatism in Suwayda, a collapsed stabilising
force and resurgent tribal authority in Daraa, and Israeli military expansion in Quneitra collectively create
a three-fold crisis in Syria’s south. But Jordan'’s security is endangered by the outflows of a revived Capta-
gon trade, refugee returns conditioned on the south’s stability, and Israeli operations eroding Damascus’
legitimacy. Jordan's response, and support for Syrian official institutions have made it the most active state
partner of the new Syrian authority due to these threats.

The paper proposes three principles on which to base the Jordan-Syria relationship: state engagement
first, a governance agenda behind security cooperation, and burden-sharing through a coalition. Likewise,
four priorities remain urgent: adapt to the new decentralised tactics of narcotics trafficking, keep Suwayda
on diplomatic, not military solutions, convert the security role into economic leverage on the Gulf-Syria
corridor, and institutionalise water management of the Yarmouk Basin.
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1 Introduction: A New South in
a New Syria

The fall of the Assad regime and the rise of Ah-
mad al-Sharaa, formerly Abu Muhammad al-
Joulani of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), ended the
long rule of the Assad family in Syria and re-
drew the power map of the Levant. Bashar al-
Assad's swift fall signalled the decline of Iranian
power and collapsed a corridor linking Tehran,
the Iranian-allied militias in Iraqg, and Lebanon'’s
Hezbollah, while elevating the opposition’s re-
gional sponsors, mainly Qatar and Turkey. For
Jordan, the most consequential shifts happened
along the 375-kilometre border with Syria.
Daraa, Quneitra, and Suwayda have anchored
Jordan'’s security posture and strategic calcula-
tion throughout fifteen years of war, and it is
here that Syria’s transition is at its most fragile.

Just months after Assad’s fall, the Hashemite
Kingdom moved cautiously towards the new
power in Damascus. The retreat of Iranian and
Iranian-backed forces from the south, which
had plagued Jordan’s security establishment
since 2018, gave Amman a much-needed pause.
Captagon factories and networks, run by former
Assad-connected commanders and Hezbollah,
saw a sharp decline, and the new leadership
pledged to combat narco-smuggling along the
southern border. The Nasib crossing reopened
on a 24/7 basis after years of intermittent clo-
sures, and by April 2026, the two governments
had signed ten ministerial agreements.” Am-
man became the most active state partner of
the new Syrian authority.

Still, the south has not stabilised. Daraa saw the
dissolution of its controlling armed faction, the
July 2025 massacres in Suwayda killed more
than 1,700 people and displaced roughly
200,000, fuelling separatist movements.? Within
hours of Assad’s fall Israel moved into Quneitra,
creating a de facto buffer zone. The Captagon
trade, after a brief pause, reemerged in a more

decentralised and harder-to-target form. Ac-
cording to Jordanian security officials, Suwayda
has emerged as the main manufacturing and
distribution hub.?

2 AFragmented Geography

Fifteen years of war left each southern gover-
norate on a different trajectory: in Suwayda, a
governance vacuum and de facto self-rule; in
Daraa, the dissolution of a single dominant fac-
tion, with tribal and familial networks filling the
gap; an Israeli ground presence in Quneitra,
functioning as the de facto local authority. The
south, in other words, is not one problem but
three.

2.1 Suwayda: From Defensive Neutrality to
De Facto Self-Rule

Suwayda, the main stronghold of Syria’s Druze
population, adopted “defensive neutrality”
throughout the war. The regime relied on the
community’s spiritual leaders, Shuyukh al-Aql,
as informal interlocutors, and the refusal of
conscription was tolerated so long as the com-
munity did not join the armed opposition. That
bargain weakened after 2013, as the regime re-
ceded and Islamist militants pushed south. Rijal
al-Karama (Men of Dignity), founded by Sheikh
Waheed al-Balous and presented publicly as a
“Third Way”, repelled the 2015 Jabhat al-Nusra
assault on Druze villages alongside regime
forces which is proof that the community could
defend itself.#

The 2018 ISIS attack, which left 258 people
dead, and roughly 30 hostages freed only after
negotiations stalled for four months, convinced
the Druze community that its security is guaran-
teed only by its own forces, not the regime’s.®
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From 2020, Suwayda saw a rise in protests over
economic and living conditions. Sheikh Hikmat
al-Hijri sided publicly with protestors in 2023,
shifting Druze spiritual leadership from inter-
mediaries to direct opposition. His public pos-
ture turned Hijri into a local authority and con-
fined the regime’s presence to an appointed
governor and a handful of military bases.

When the regime collapsed in 2024, Druze
armed groups secured the military bases in the
area, and three armed groups emerged: the Su-
wayda Military Council (SMC), formed by several
former and veteran members of the former re-
gime and opposed to the deployment of al-
Sharaa’s forces in the area; Hijri's own National
Guard; and Men of Dignity. In early 2025, Da-
mascus negotiated with all three over the com-
munity’s demand for decentralised rule (local
security and police cadres, with Damascus se-
curing the highways). The talks collapsed with
the July 2025 massacres: what began as mutual
abductions between Druze and Bedouin armed
groups ended in killings widely attributed to a
combination of government forces and tribal
fighters. A United Nations Commission of In-
quiry later found that government forces played
an active role in violence against Druze civilians,
including murder, kidnapping, sexual violence,
and looting;® several of those detained were re-
portedly released under a presidential amnesty
in February 2026.7

The U.S.-mediated ceasefire of mid-July 2025
stipulated the Syrian government’s withdrawal
from Suwayda and the return of local govern-
ance and security to Druze forces under Hijri.2 A
roadmap for relations between Suwayda and
Damascus was subsequently reached in Damas-
cus, building on the discussions held in Amman
in July and August 2025.° Eight months on, the
arrangement has turned into a quasi-auton-
omy, with Hijri refusing to endorse the
roadmap.’® The National Guard controls Su-
wayda city and the southern countryside while
the Sharaa government holds parts of the
northern and eastern rural belt. Druze protests

for self-determination and accountability have
continued into 2026. The separatism is compli-
cated by the geopolitics of Israeli support for Hi-
jri, which threatens any political solution that
can protect Syria’s unity.""

For Jordan, Suwayda poses two challenges.
First, a self-administered region with Israeli
backing can weaken the new government and
create a prime environment for radicalisation.
Second, the Druze of Suwayda are kin to com-
munities in Jordan’s Mafraq and Zarqa, and any
Jordanian policy that is seen as taking sides on
the Druze-Bedouin conflict will carry costs at
home. Amman has to manage Suwayda, not
only as a Syrian-only issue but a domestic one
as well.

2.2 Daraa: From Dominant Factions to
Tribal Authority

Daraa, the largest of the southern governorates
by population, is still facing challenges of power
consolidation and crime. A Russian-mediated
reconciliation agreement in 2018 brought brief
relief from a decade of drug trafficking, terrorist
activity and sporadic violence: heavily armed
factions moved to preapproved areas in Idlib,
medium and heavy weapons were removed,
and the remaining factions either dissolved into
regime forces or joined the Eighth Brigade un-
der Ahmad al-Odeh, a counterweight to regime
forces, terrorist elements, and narco-traffickers
alike.'?

The Eighth Brigade went on to play a prominent
role in the offensive that ousted Assad in De-
cember 2024 as part of “the southern opera-
tions room,” but its relationship with al-Sharaa
was strained and ended in dissolution after an
armed standoff in Busra al-Sham. Al-Odeh
stepped down, and his fighters were folded into
the new defence and security forces.'®* The
move removed armed competition that ran par-
allel to Damascus, but in a tribal community like
Daraa, dissolving a faction built out of local
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tribal leadership meant that arbitration and
conflict resolution reverted to familial and tribal
law. Damascus removed the non-state armed
groups but failed to account for the structure
that replaced them: citizen trust still rests on
tribal networks, not the officials newly deployed
from the capital.

The governorate still sees episodes of violence,
assassination attempts, and petty crime. Israeli
raids both undermine the central government
and open fertile ground for radical recruitment.
As illustrated by the ISIS assassination attempt
against al-Sharaa in Daraa, extremist organisa-
tions use the perceived free hand of Israel as a
reason against al-Sharaa or as evidence of him
being a Western puppet.™

For Jordan, Daraa is of the utmost priority, be-
cause it hosts the border crossings with the
Kingdom, most notably the main Nasib-Jaber
corridor. Continued unrest, or any escalation of
violence or armed activity, would be seen in
Amman as a direct threat to its borders.

2.3 Quneitra: A Permanent Escalation Risk

Quneitra is Syria’'s smallest governorate by pop-
ulation and territory, but the most strategically
important. It lies along the ceasefire line sepa-
rating Syria from the Israeli-controlled Golan
Heights, and it offers observation points and
defensive positions prized by both Israel and
Iranian-aligned groups. Quneitra is a nest of re-
gional politics and rivalries, as well as Syria’s
own politics.

Following the fall of Assad, Israeli forces moved
rapidly into parts of Quneitra, expanding check-
points, patrols, and buffer zones, running de-
tention operations in both Druze and Sunni
communities, and announcing their intention to
hold what Israeli officials call a security zone
around the Druze-populated areas near Mount
Hermon.'s

Quneitra does not border Jordan, but Israeli mil-
itary expansion has made it central in the strug-
gle over the south, and developments in Qunei-
tra spill into Daraa, where Israel has also ex-
panded its operations. The risk of escalation be-
tween Israel, Iranian-backed groups, and other
armed actors destabilises the south, under-
mines the legitimacy of Damascus, and exports
security and economic costs that Jordan would
rather avoid.

3 The Jordan-Syria Border:
Three Dynamics and Their Impli-
cations at Home

3.1 The Captagon Problem: Disrupted but
Not Dismantled

The halt of regime-backed production and traf-
ficking of narcotics was the clearest early
change on the border. For years, the Jordanian
military had faced heavily armed trafficking at-
tempts from Hezbollah and Assad-regime-
backed groups; some clashes along the border
ran as long as fourteen hours, alongside an ex-
panded Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) presence that surveilled the Jordanian
border and military communications.'® With
those groups dismantled and their positions va-
cated, trafficking fell sharply within weeks of the
collapse, but did not stay down. In the second
half of 2025, trafficking, once run by a relatively
centralised regime and Hezbollah networks,
was reorganised into what a recent analysis
called “non-state entrepreneurialism.”"”

The new trafficking rings rely on small, portable
labs that are easy to move and conceal, oper-
ated by Druze militias and Bedouin groups, ex-
ploiting the governance vacuum after the July
2025 events. They have also introduced new
methods, chief among them being remotely
controlled balloons, and have shifted produc-
tion towards Suwayda."® The National Guard is
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directly involved in this trade while simultane-
ously presenting itself as a partner for stopping
it." The Captagon issue cannot be managed
through state-to-state diplomacy alone, espe-
cially when the production hub is outside state
control. Further, the routes that move drugs
also move weapons, reviving the border insta-
bility Jordan has faced since 2019.

For this reason, the Kingdom'’s response is more
assertive than during the Assad regime. In De-
cember 2025, Jordan carried out strikes, along-
side regional allies, against drug warehouses.
Five months later, in May 2026, the Jordanian
Armed Forces launched “Operation Jordanian
Deterrence,” striking five sites in Suwayda that
official statements identified as Captagon facto-
ries.?? Damascus was quick to frame the opera-
tion as evidence of close coordination. Syrian
and Jordanian officials described it as a joint ef-
fort against drug trafficking.?' The National
Guard in Suwayda, however, criticised the
strikes as poorly coordinated and harmful to ci-
vilians, relying on false intelligence - a response
aimed less at the operation than at the legiti-
macy of Damascus. The National Guard was po-
sitioning itself as an alternative partner for Am-
man that could provide more reliable infor-
mation.??

This captures the new reality in South Syria. The
Syrian state uses external intervention against
groups it cannot control. Parallel governance by
tribal power brokers in Daraa and the separatist
Druze in Suwayda bypasses the central state
entirely. Jordanian policy is more aggressive and
willing to act unilaterally when its security is on
the line.

3.2 Refugee Returns

According to its own numbers, Jordan hosts
nearly a million Syrian refugees, most of them
living outside the camps.?® International sup-
port has thinned dramatically in recent years,
and Amman has repeatedly raised the alarm

about the cost of hosting, the strain on infra-
structure, and the need for sustained interna-
tional engagement. The government, like many
other states, saw Assad's fall as a chance to re-
lieve its refugee burden as Syrians went home.
Between December 8, 2024, and December 31,
2025, more than 178,000 UNHCR-registered ref-
ugees returned from Jordan to Syria,?* and an
initiative launched in the Zaatari and Azraq
camps in early 2026 offered a $300 grant to the
most vulnerable families choosing to return.?

But returns are driven by conditions inside
Syria, conditions that remain unsettled. While
refugee return is a priority for neighbours and
Europe, Syria faces numerous hurdles in reinte-
gration, including property rights, dispute reso-
lution, social services, and employment. The
first half of 2026 saw an uptick, with nearly
20,000 Syrians going back.?¢ This rise is likely to
slow if instability deepens. A June 2025 survey
by Tamkeen for Legal Aid and Human Rights
found that 72 per cent of Syrian refugees in Jor-
dan did not intend to return, citing security and
economic conditions.?” Most of those who have
returned come from Homs, Aleppo, and rural
Damascus, areas more stable than the south,
while many of those still in Jordan come from
southern governorates that remain insecure
and face uncertainty. The July 2025 violence
compounded these effects on return, deepen-
ing the uncertainty refugees face in deciding
whether to go home.?® Conditions in the south,
then, will be the determining factor in whether
returns continue.

Returns are already beginning to reshape the
sectors that expanded around the refugee is-
sue, such as the aid and NGO economy, the
rental markets of Irbid and Mafragq, the public
schools that absorbed Syrian students, and the
labour-intensive agriculture and construction
industries that relied on cheap Syrian labour.
Jordan's Department of Statistics recorded a 20
per centrise in education-sector employment
between 2013 and 2019, driven largely by Syr-
ian enrolment.?? Cuts should be expected from
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Jordan’s already heavily employed sector once
Syrian students return. Second, there is a
longer-term effect on Jordan’s growth with the
departure of the sizeable Syrian population,
now both producers and consumers in Jordan’s
economy and the majority of whom are inte-
grated into local communities.3°

3.3 Israel: Accelerating Instability

The largest single threat to stability in the south
and to the new government's efforts to control
the country is the Israeli military expansion. Is-
rael established nine military points along the
ceasefire line inside the buffer zone, from
northern Quneitra down to the Yarmouk Basin,
all of which served as bases for launching incur-
sions, raids, and abductions: ground incursions
averaged roughly 17.5 per week during the sec-
ond half of 2025, alongside more than 1,000 air,
drone, and artillery strikes across Syria over the
year.3' The positions are manned by 50 to 200
soldiers, equipped with armoured vehicles,
tanks, radar, and missile platforms, and linked
through the “Sofa 53" supply line, under devel-
opment since 2022.32

Israeli officials frame the presence as a security
necessity, not a territorial expansion, arguing
that al-Sharaa’s government cannot secure the
border regions itself. Israel’s actions contradict
the claim. It has repeatedly targeted Syrian gov-
ernment forces attempting to deploy in the
south and opposed the entry of Syrian units
with heavy weapons, and intervened in Syria’s
internal politics with strikes framed as protec-
tion of Druze communities, and sustained sup-
port for the Hijri faction in Suwayda.?* The
sharpest contradiction is that Israel questions
al-Sharaa’s legitimacy while conducting raids,
arrests, and strikes that erode it, most conse-
quential, among the Islamist fighters who form
the core of Syria’'s security and military forces.

For Jordan, the Israeli presence is a standing
source of instability, and Amman watches

closely the groups emerging or expanding in re-
sponse to it. Ouli al-Ba'as, established by Iran,
known as the Islamic Resistance Front in Syria,
struck Israeli targets in Quneitra in May 2026
and now uses opposition to military expansion
to recruit;** ISIS exploits these same conditions
to rebuild its networks in the south: one threat-
ens to preserve an Iranian-linked operational
presence close to Jordan’s border, the other
drives a renewed jihadist recruitment.

4 Jordan's Engagement:
Security-Focused Diplomacy

While wealthier Arab states such as Saudi Ara-
bia and Qatar have pledged substantial finan-
cial assistance to Syria, Jordan has emphasised
institutional capacity-building and technical co-
operation rather than large-scale aid. In May
2025, Amman and Damascus established the
Higher Coordination Council to coordinate poli-
cies and manage agreements across several
sectors. Its first meetings, in April 2026, were
led by Jordanian Foreign Minister Ayman al-Sa-
fadi and Syrian Foreign Minister Asaad al-Shai-
bani; approximately twenty officials from muilti-
ple ministries participated, and ten MOUs and
agreements were signed.3> According to Jor-
dan’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ayman al-Sa-
fadi, it was the most extensive formal engage-
ment between the two countries in decades.

Most of the agreements focused on trade,
transit, energy, and water management. How-
ever, security issues also featured prominently
on the agenda, reflecting the extent to which
cross-border stability remains intertwined with
economic recovery and state-building efforts.

Jordan's approach to Syria is very comprehen-
sive, one that is only equalled by Turkey's en-
gagement in the country. On the security side,
Jordan has conducted targeted airstrikes in
southern Syria against suspected trafficking and
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militant infrastructure and partnered with Syr-
ian security services. On the diplomatic and ad-
ministrative side, it has pursued sustained insti-
tutional cooperation with Syrian ministries.

For example, Jordan’s Ministry of Planning and
International Cooperation is working with the
foreign development department within the
Syrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.?¢ These ex-
changes have focused on donor coordination,
the regulation of foreign assistance, and sys-
tems for monitoring and tracking external fund-
ing. This builds administrative capacity aligned
with security coordination. After all, Jordan's
practice is that the Cabinet of Ministers must
approve all foreign funding, whether for CSO
support or humanitarian aid, insisting it follows
the strategy of the government. Strict audits
and documentation track money flows against
potential malign purposes.

This shows a broader Jordanian strategy that
addresses immediate security threats, particu-
larly drug smuggling networks in the south,
while also engaging Damascus in structured
policy coordination. This approach tends to fo-
cus on managing the symptoms of instability,
such as trafficking routes and cross-border en-
forcement, while attempting to develop mecha-
nisms with the Syrian state on the causes. Fur-
ther, Jordan is partnering with critical service-
delivery and governance institutions. The King-
dom, which has managed to remain stable
through the region’s repeated upheavals, has
done so by combining a security approach with
a governance infrastructure capable of main-
taining legitimacy among the population. In this
respect, security practices similar to Jordan's
domestic model are being implemented in
Syria.

Jordan’s approach diverges most clearly from
Turkey's in the tone of the relationship with
Syria. Turkey's engagement, by contrast, is very
economically oriented, centred on investment
opportunities, trade, and the stabilisation of a
neighbour for Turkish influence and capital.

Jordan engages directly with Syrian state institu-
tions and presents itself as a technical and ad-
ministrative partner in state-building. Jordan’s
dual-track engagement, hard power, and capac-
ity building are direct indicators of Jordan's
main concerns regarding the transition in Syria.
First, from a security perspective, Jordan is sup-
porting Ahmad al-Sharaa’s government in mod-
ernising its security forces by providing profes-
sional training to personnel of Syria’'s new Pub-
lic Security Directorate.?” Turkey as big brother,
Jordan as colleague. This is hindered by the
challenges in the south. Amman is well aware
that Damascus cannot maintain legitimacy with-
out a stable south.

In Suwayda, Jordan continues to advocate for
the implementation of the July 2025 roadmap
and ceasefire agreement. Progress has been
limited by Sheikh Hikmat al-Hijri's refusal to en-
dorse the agreement and his continued support
for a separatist political project, which has re-
ceived backing from Israel.

Daraa is gradually becoming more stable, alt-
hough local affairs remain largely governed by
local power brokers and customary tribal law.
For Jordan, the province is important not only
for the return of Syrian refugees, but also be-
cause it sits along the proposed Daraa interna-
tional highway. The project would connect Tur-
key, Syria, and Jordan to the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) states, creating an important
trade corridor.3® Both Syria and Jordan view the
project as vital to answering their dire economic
challenges. However, its prospects are threat-
ened by Israel's expanding military operations
and incursions in the region.

In Quneitra, Jordan’s primary security concern is
the Yarmouk Basin, which provides a significant
share of the Kingdom’s water supply.3® For
years, cooperation over this resource was hin-
dered by disputes with the Assad government,
damage to infrastructure during the civil war,
and the absence of reliable institutional part-
ners. The new Syrian government has created
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an opportunity for improved cooperation, as it
has shown a greater willingness to engage with
Jordan on water-sharing arrangements. That
opportunity, however, is increasingly threat-
ened by Israel's expanding presence in the area,
which could affect control of a critical water re-
source for Jordan.

Taken together, these developments demon-
strate that southern Syria is not simply a chal-
lenge for the government in Damascus. It is also
becoming an increasingly important national se-
curity issue for Jordan. Any policy towards
southern Syria that ignores Jordan’s interests
and concerns is unlikely to succeed. Jordan has
developed strong ties with Syria’s new govern-
ment and maintains influence among both its
tribal communities and the Druze population.
Moreover, Jordanian security institutions are
well-positioned to address Israeli concerns
about stability in southern Syria in a way thatis
more sustainable, more acceptable to local
communities, and more consistent with the ob-
jectives of Syria’s new government.

5 A Framework for Engagement

Jordan’s engagement with the new south is or-
ganised around three sequenced and con-
nected principles.

State engagement first. The ten ministerial
agreements of April 2026, the reopening of Na-
sib, the joint framing around the May strikes, all
of itis rooted in the legitimacy Damascus is try-
ing to build. Bypassing the Syrian state to deal
directly with non-state actors would corrode the
very legitimacy Damascus needs to consolidate.

A governance agenda behind the security co-
operation. Building the capacity of the Syrian
Public Security Directorate is necessary but not
sufficient. Jordan’s more durable contribution is
to the institutions that generate legitimacy over

time, finance and planning ministries, donor-co-
ordination mechanisms, and civil-service re-
form. The cooperation already underway on do-
nor regulation and aid tracking is the model. Ex-
tending it into other sectors should be a priority
before international attention moves on.

Share the burden through a coalition. Several
of Amman’s core objectives require outside
partners and cannot be delivered through Da-
mascus alone. Jordan cannot carry a stabilisa-
tion role by itself. Its strategy works only if re-
gional and international stakeholders share the
political, financial, and security costs.

Applied to each of the three governorates, the
framework assesses each based on its own risk
profile and matches Jordan's available instru-
ments of influence.

Gov Core Risk What Primary
Profile Jordan Brings Objective
Revive the Jul
Governance Druze July
AR, 2025 roadmap;
vacuum; kinship ties; —
Suwayda Israeli-backed mediation; P
permanent
de facto channels to .
quasi-
self-rule Damascus
autonomy
Tribal ties;
Collapse of ! L
P border Stabilise the
dominant X )
X . security border; rebuild
Daraa faction; tribal/ , K
cooperation; trust in state
customary AL R
X institution- institutions
authority .
building
. U.S. channel; Protect the
Israeli
expansion: water Yarmouk
Quneitra P ! diplomacy; Basin; contain
permanent X R )
. . security spillover into
escalation risk . .
professionalism Daraa

Table 1 - Source: author.

Why is Jordan best positioned for South Syria
stabilisation? While Turkey has a larger econ-
omy and more influence within the new Syrian
government, Gulf states pledged reconstruction
financing by their own standards, and Israel
may simply prefer a permanent buffer zone
over political solutions, they all have their own
limitations. Turkey's influence is most concen-
trated in the north, the Syria-Gulf corridor



Nr. 1 | July 2026

Jordan and Its Neighbourhood

transits Jordanian lands and customs, which An-
kara cannot bypass. Saudi Arabia in particular
has moved to contain Turkey's growing influ-
ence in post-Assad Syria, by leveraging financial
investments and support to establish itself as
the main stakeholder.%? This suggests that the
Gulf would prefer Amman over Ankara as the
rule setter on the southern corridor. Damas-
cus's pursuit of sovereignty would accept a part-
ner that engages state-first and is a partner, not
a patron, especially since Jordan's stabilisation
priorities are strengthening, not bypassing, cen-
tral government authority. Israel’s claimed secu-
rity concerns can be addressed through Am-
man, which can provide a sustainable, locally
accepted alternative to an open-ended military
expansion.

All of these advantages must be capitalised on,
and the Kingdom must move forward, with the
support of regional and international partners,
before alternatives consolidate.

6 Recommended Policy
Priorities

Four issues deserve particular attention over
the next twelve to eighteen months.

Adapt to the decentralised trafficking of nar-
cotics. As Captagon production has shifted
from centrally organised networks to smaller,
entrepreneurial actors, strategy has to shift with
it. Hitting major command centres achieves less
when the trade is dispersed; the leverage now
lies in intelligence on financial flows, precursor-
chemical supply chains, and the small networks
that actually move the product. The May 2026
operation sent a strong political message about
Amman's more aggressive posture, but it dis-
rupted little of a trade that has already adapted.

Diplomatic solutions not military ones, for
Suwayda. Force cannot impose the July 2025

agreement. Diplomacy is the only way forward.
Jordan's role is to press Damascus to avoid a
military response to al-Hijri, like it imposed on
the previous SDF territories, while convincing
him that Israeli protection is not permanent.
Amman must deploy its full diplomatic arsenal
to stop a political dispute from hardening into a
security conflict whose consequences it would
have to absorb.

Convert the security role into economic lev-
erage on the Gulf-Syria corridor. Reconstruc-
tion is already in motion: Syria has split rehabili-
tation of the M45, the Nasib-to-Aleppo interna-
tional highway, into three separately tendered
sections, with Saudi firms bidding,*' while the
wider Turkey-Syria-Jordan-Gulf land corridor
advances on a trucks-first timeline, with rail two
to three years behind. The corridor’s central vul-
nerability is instability in Daraa and Suwayda
which is precisely where Jordan can act as a sta-
bilising force in Daraa and a mediator in Su-
wayda. Amman is also best positioned to set
the customs, technical, and tendering standards
through which Gulf goods reach the Mediterra-
nean, so that Jordan, not Turkey, becomes the
rule-setter on the southern route. The leverage
is real because the corridor's economics are
real. The route carried more than 100,000
trucks a year before 2011, and Syria projects at
least $500 million in annual transit revenue.*?
But none of it materialises without a stable
south. That is why Jordan’s security role and its
economic ambition are one file, not two: a King-
dom that underwrites stability in Daraa and Su-
wayda earns the standing to shape who profits
from it.

Institutionalise the water management of
the Yarmouk Basin. Israel’s expanding pres-
ence in Quneitra puts direct pressure on Jor-
dan’s most important water source - 40 to 50
per cent of the Kingdom'’s surface water - and it
is one of Amman'’s strongest arguments for
deeper U.S. engagement, yet an area where it
has used its leverage least. A formal trilateral
mechanism among Jordan, Syria, and the
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United States should be a top priority. It would
institutionalise water cooperation, reinforce Da-
mascus'’s willingness to engage Jordan, and cre-
ate a diplomatic counterweight to further Israeli
expansion.

7 Possible Risks

Several risks could undermine the framework
above.

The most immediate is further Israeli escala-
tion. The “Sofa 53" buffer increasingly looks per-
manent, whatever it is formally called, and
every incursion, detention raid, and airstrike
narrows the political space al-Sharaa needs to
consolidate authority in the south. For Jordan,
this poses two distinct threats. First, Israeli sup-
port for local actors could threaten the sover-
eignty and unity of the Syrian state. Second, a
wider Israeli-Syrian confrontation could pull
Iran-aligned groups back into the south; Ouli al-
Ba'as is one example of how the Israeli military
expansion provides these groups with legiti-
macy and can increase their ability to recruit,
with ISIS potentially being able to enjoy the
same recruitment opportunities. A broader con-
flict, especially if confrontations expand into
Daraa and the Yarmouk Basin, is threatened,
which would force Jordan into hard choices over
security, alignment, and the use of force,
choices the Kingdom throughout its history has
tried to avoid.

The second is the failure of the al-Sharaa gov-
ernment itself. Jordan's engagement strategy is
built on stabilising the government through
building capacity and developing its governance
capabilities. If al-Sharaa loses control over key
institutions, or fractures appear within it along
ideological lines, this would leave Jordan and
the wider regional and international community
with a governance vacuum that can be quickly
filled by armed actors.

The third is Suwayda settling into permanent
quasi-autonomy. The longer al-Hijri's National
Guard governs, in fact, the harder it becomes to
reintegrate the governorate, and the harder it
becomes for either Damascus or local leaders
to sell a compromise to their own constituen-
cies. This threatens to, once again, engulf South
Syria in chaos.

Refugees are vulnerable to all of this. July 2025
already slowed returns. Another major escala-
tion, particularly one spreading from Suwayda
into Daraa, could halt or even reverse it. The
timing is poor, with international support for
hosting countries falling. Programmes like the
return grant signal commitment, but money
cannot substitute for the stability and security
that refugees themselves name as the precon-
dition for going home.

Finally, there is the risk of overextension. Am-
man has emerged as one of the most active
partners of Syria’s new authorities, going fur-
ther than many Gulf states on security and fur-
ther than Turkey on governance and institution-
building. That position buys influence, but it
also generates expectations that may outrun
Jordan'’s resources. The Kingdom has its own
economic constraints, the aid environment is
tightening, and if reconstruction funding stalls
or a new crisis breaks out in the south, Jordan
could find itself holding responsibilities it can-
not carry alone.

8 Path Forward

That is the case for a strategy built on coalition
and burden-sharing. Jordan’s success in Syria
will rely not only on its own effort but on its
ability to bring in regional and international
support; without it, Amman risks absorbing a
disproportionate share of the political, financial,
and security costs if Syria stalls.
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The first adjustment is institutional. Jordan
tends to run southern Syria through separate
portfolios rather than as one strategic file:
counter-narcotics in the security agencies, re-
turns in the Ministry of Interior, the Gulf-Syria
corridor in planning, water in the Ministry of
Water and Irrigation, and mediation in Foreign
Affairs. Each function well enough alone; none
is responsible for integrating them. A dedicated
southern Syria unit inside the Prime Ministry or
the National Security Council could close that

gap.

The second concerns diplomacy. Jordan’s cur-
rent mix of capacity-building and selective force
is reaching the limit of what Damascus alone
can deliver, because several of Amman’s core
objectives require outside partners. The Yar-
mouk Basin depends on U.S. engagement. The
Gulf-Syria corridor depends on Gulf invest-
ment. Disrupting Captagon would benefit from
European intelligence cooperation. The Su-
wayda roadmap needs sustained American
backing, and the long-term legitimacy of the
new authorities would be strengthened by
broader Saudi and Emirati support for recon-
struction in the south. Jordan’s coordination
with Damascus should therefore be supple-

mented by a small contact group of key external

stakeholders, the United States, Saudi Arabia,
and potentially Turkey, focused on the south
and meeting regularly at the technical level, not
only in crisis.

The third concerns messaging. Jordan's policy is
framed mostly in the negative: stop the smug-
gling, manage the returns, deter the cross-bor-
der violence, and protect the water. These are
real objectives, but they do not add up to a vi-
sion, and the absence of one costs Amman dip-
lomatic leverage. The vision is in fact already
legible in Jordan's actions since late 2024: a sta-
ble, integrated south under Damascus's author-
ity; the Suwayda roadmap implemented; a
working trade corridor linking Syria, Jordan, and

the Gulf through the Gulf-Syria corridor; a dura-

ble bilateral arrangement on the Yarmouk

Basin; and an Israeli withdrawal to the 1974 dis-
engagement lines. Naming it would align the in-
dividual policies behind a single strategic logic.

At the same time, policymakers should be clear
that the south is not returning to its pre-2011
status. What is emerging is more fragmented,
more contested, and more complex than the
south Jordan managed before the war, and the
cast has changed. Jordan enters this landscape
with the advantages of proximity, deep tribal
and Druze ties, professional security institu-
tions, governance expertise, and a record of en-
gagement. But the advantages are neither un-
limited nor self-executing. The next eighteen
months will decide whether Jordan converts its
influence into a durable stabilisation role or
whether the south settles into a pattern of cri-
ses it can manage but never resolve.
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