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l Qaeda is storming across northern Syria. Last month, the al Qaeda affiliate the Islamic State of Iraq and al-

Sham (ISIS) captured the city of al-Bab in the northern province of Aleppo from a rival rebel militia. The

capture of the city, one of the largest in the region, gives ISIS control over a key transit point linking Aleppo to its

strongholds to the east. And that's just the latest in a long string of ISIS's military successes: After brief clashes with

outgunned rebel opponents, ISIS took the towns of Azaz and Jarablus, which straddle Syria's border with Turkey.

To commemorate its victories, the first thing ISIS did in these places was hang its black flag from the top of the

highest building. After that, it began to gradually impose its strict interpretation of Islamic law.

ISIS has embarked on al Qaeda's most comprehensive campaign yet to win Arab hearts and minds by providing

social services to a war-ravaged society. But though the organization's star is ascendant, its abuses, coupled with an

international strategy to limit its influence, could still torpedo its plan to transform northern Syria into an Islamic

emirate under its command.

ISIS is thought to count 5,000 to 6,000 fighters within its ranks. That means it's a lot smaller than other rebel groups,

such as the hard-line Salafi Syrian Islamic Front, which boasts 15,000 to 20,000 fighters. But ISIS has one important

advantage: Many of its members have previously fought in other jihads, including in Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, and

Libya.
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Nowhere is ISIS stronger than in the northern province of Raqqa. It controls the governorate's capital, Raqqa city,

whose prewar population of approximately 277,300 residents has mushroomed due to an influx of displaced

persons from other regions. Meanwhile, the brigades affiliated with the Free Syrian Army (FSA) are focused on

squabbling among themselves. As a result, no FSA unit is strong enough to challenge the group in Raqqa, making it

the largest city al Qaeda has ever controlled in the Islamic world.

ISIS has exploited its grip on the region to supply the provincial capital with the commodities essential to function. It

provides most of the wheat for the city's bread factories, trucking the grain in from its silos in the northern parts of

the province on the border with Turkey. It also delivers the majority of the city's oil needs, drawing on rebel-

controlled wells in eastern Syria.

ISIS is doing far more than keeping the lights on. It runs a court with a mix of judges and religious scholars that

draws on a strict interpretation of Islamic law. It adjudicates cases ranging from theft to financial malfeasance.

According to Raqqan politicians and residents, in one ruling this summer the court ordered that a house confiscated

by a rebel brigade be returned to its owner. It also provides abandoned houses to those whose living quarters were

destroyed by regime bombings.

ISIS's Raqqa Outreach Bureau, meanwhile, is trying to educate residents in what it considers the proper teachings of

Islam. Raqqan politicians and residents say that the organization distributes pocket Qurans and flash drives with

jihadi chants and videos showing the group's military operations. Some of the leaflets that ISIS circulates include:

"The Prohibition of Democracy," "The Virtue of Jihad Over Remaining Silent," and "Excommunicating the Alawites" -

- the latter a reference to the heterodox minority sect to which President Bashar al-Assad's clan belongs. Nor has ISIS

just restricted its attention to adults: It recently opened a children's school in a city where the education system

ceased functioning long ago.

By providing such services, ISIS seeks to prove that al Qaeda can make positive contributions and build institutions

to serve society. Unlike in Iraq, the organization has produced dozens of videos highlighting this outreach. In doing

so, the group hopes to illustrate that it has learned the lessons of its failures in the last decade, when Iraqi Sunnis

rebelled against al Qaeda's brutal ways. "As for our mistakes, we do not deny them," ISIS spokesman Abu

Muhammad al-Adnani al-Shami noted in a July 30 audio release. "Rather, we will continue to make mistakes as long

as we are humans. God forbid that we commit mistakes deliberately."

Despite these efforts, however, ISIS has proved unable to avoid the mistakes that have caused it to lose support in

countries such as Mali and Yemen. The al Qaeda affiliate continues to persecute anti-Assad activists who don't agree

with its hard-line Islamic vision -- the incarceration of Father Paolo Dall'Oglio, an outspoken regime critic, has

particularly angered Raqqans, according to residents of the city.

In other areas of northern Syria, the horror stories have been even worse. In Aleppo province, ISIS imprisoned a 14-

year-old girl in dungeon-like conditions for use in a prisoner exchange, according to a fellow inmate. As a

consequence of ISIS's growing strength, many journalists have been kidnapped -- and many more have opted to stay

out of Syria.

Although ISIS claims to be a model of ethical governance, its members have also engaged in criminal behavior. One

of its foreign fighters was killed by the FSA after he reportedly sexually molested several children in the northern city

of al-Dana, according to residents there. In the city of Tel Abyad in Raqqa province, ISIS stole food baskets that the

Syrian National Coalition's Assistance Coordination Unit prepared for struggling civilians because the organization

did not coordinate the baskets' delivery with ISIS.

Abuses such as these have drawn the ire of Syrians and represent an opportunity to drive a wedge between ISIS and

a society that merely wants to survive a war -- not adhere to al Qaeda's severe strictures. Some Syrians have taken to



the street to protest against ISIS, as they once did against the Assad regime: The largest demonstrations have been in

Raqqa, where protesters have gathered in front of ISIS headquarters since mid-June, calling for the group to leave

the city.

To defeat ISIS, Washington and its partners need to cultivate local allies calling for al Qaeda's ouster. One option is to

support a "tribal awakening" similar to the movement that helped subdue al Qaeda in Iraq by 2009 -- turning the

tribal networks that are strong in eastern Syria against the terrorist network. It wouldn't be the first time someone

co-opted the tribes: During Syria's 2007 parliamentary elections, the Assad regime was forced to placate rioting

clans in Raqqa by offering them seats in the legislature.

Tribal sheikhs hold considerable authority and are respected as mediators of disputes. And some are vocal

supporters of the revolution: Bashir al-Huwaydi and Mahmud al-Khabur from the Afadla tribe, the largest clan in

Raqqa, are among them. Nawaf al-Bashir from the Baqqara tribe, which holds sway in the provinces of Deir al-Zour

and Hasaka, has long been a regime critic. He signed the 2005 Damascus Declaration, an opposition document

calling for more political freedoms, and was jailed in 2012. Men such as these are well positioned to create brigades

that can take on ISIS.

Most sheikhs -- fearful of the direction the revolution would take and unsure if it would ever succeed -- chose to

remain neutral at the beginning of the revolution. Others, such as Huwaydi's brother Muhammad, the paramount

leader of the Afadla, have backed the regime. As a result of their refusal to back the revolution, sheikhs saw their

stature fall in the eyes of their respective tribes.

Today, these tribal leaders must be rehabilitated if they are to serve as effective proponents of the revolution.

Supplanting the services ISIS provides -- for example, by creating a legal system -- could also help. By offering an

alternative to ISIS's draconian courts, the opposition can win over those who view the organization as providing a

modicum of order among chaos.

Any effort to provide services in ISIS-controlled areas will need the protection of rebel forces. ISIS will no doubt view

the project as a challenge to its authority and try to hijack this process. And as ISIS consolidates its grip on Raqqa, it

is increasingly squeezing FSA units: Recently, the Thuwar Raqqa Brigade, the most powerful FSA unit in the region,

pledged allegiance to al Qaeda's other Syrian affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra. Thuwar Raqqa does not subscribe to the

jihadi group's ideology, but agreed to the merger for fear that if it did not, it would be crushed.

Washington needs to support rebel groups to ensure that institution-building projects can prosper. The State

Department's Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization Operations works on these projects, but it shuns the FSA units that

are a vital element to success. Without groups to protect civilian actors, they can become targets -- ISIS has singled

out Western-backed Syrians for intimidation, incarceration, and some say even assassination.

Beyond services, Raqqans merely want their salaries paid. Roughly 35 percent of the Syrian workforce is employed

by the state: Raqqan civil servants have rioted against the rebels, demanding to be paid. The Assad regime has seen

an opening in this tension, stepping in to pay salaries and thereby stoking the population's opposition to the rebels.

In September, the regime paid teachers in Raqqa for the first time in several months. Workers at the Tabqa Dam,

which is 25 miles upstream from Raqqa city and surrounded by ISIS, have received government remuneration as

well. By adequately funding Raqqa's city council, Washington can help the mainstream opposition win support away

from both the regime and ISIS.

Al Qaeda's growing momentum is a threat to both the United States and Syrians themselves. But it is still possible to

reverse its gains -- if only Washington and those who still hold true to the original spirit of the Syrian revolution work

together.
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