\_5;9—...\”}5)&1!
gla Mo el =l st
Syrian Center for Security

and Defense Studies

%

Hybrid Firearms among Syrian

Revolutionary Factions:

Causes, Effectiveness, and Mechanisms of
Adaptation 2017-2025

Lawrence Shmali Policy Paper 14-11-2025



(

Misdad is an independent, non-profit research institution legally registered in Syria.
It specializes in producing studies and analyses on security and defense affairs. The
institution seeks to establish itself as a leading center in this field across Syria and
the Arab region by generating rigorous objective knowledge that contributes to
understanding and effectively addressing security and defense challenges.

Misdad aims to serve as a reliable reference for decision-makers and researchers,
providing a knowledge base that supports the development of sound security and
defense policies. It does so by offering strategic insights grounded in meticulous
research and in-depth analysis, informed by field studies and developments on the
ground.

The institution also places particular emphasis on monitoring geopolitical shifts and
analyzing regional and international defense policies. Through this work, it remains
committed to producing scholarly output that enhances public awareness and
contributes to fostering informed and responsible security and defense decision-
making.

For more information, visit:

Misdad.org



Executive Summary

Hybrid warfare has emerged as a prominent feature of modern conflict, employed by
both formal and non-state actors. Within the context of the Syrian conflict (2011-
2024), this pattern of warfare has fostered the emergence of hybrid weapons,
developed primarily to meet pressing battlefield needs. Syrian revolutionary factions
played a significant role in revitalizing the sector of hybrid firearms, which reached
its peak between 2017 and 2018. During this period, several weapons systems were
developed, contributing positively to the factions’ military effectiveness at both the
tactical and strategic levels.

After examining the most significant hybrid firearms used by these factions and
analyzing the technical inputs underlying their hybridization, this paper proposes a
set of recommendations aimed at advancing this sector in light of the continuing
operational need for it. These recommendations include establishing a dedicated
body within the armament administration to oversee and govern the sector,
attracting specialists and technical personnel who worked in this field throughout
the years of conflict (2011-2024), and creating a specialized unit to examine
experiences from countries that have experienced hybrid warfare. Such comparative
analysis would help generate valuable insights and support the further development
of this sector in Syria.

Introduction

The Syrian conflict (2011-2024) has served as a distinctive field within the broader
framework of hybrid warfare. The dynamics of the conflict gave rise to hybrid
weapons, largely driven by urgent operational requirements on the battlefield. These
developments were closely tied to the evolving nature of the conflict, the diversity of
actors involved, and the severe constraints in resources and armaments. In response,
Syrian revolutionary factions developed an array of hybrid weapons to adapt to these
conditions. By 2017, hybridization efforts had reached their peak, significantly
enhancing the factions’ operational performance and effectiveness at both the
tactical and strategic levels, in defensive as well as offensive contexts. In several cases,
factions were also able to alter the functional identity of existing weapons systems
and repurpose them to suit their operational needs.

Against this background, the present paper seeks to provide a comprehensive
overview of the phenomenon of hybrid weapons among Syrian revolutionary
factions. It analyzes the underlying motivations behind the spread of this category of
weaponry, assesses its impact on military performance and effectiveness, and offers



a set of recommendations aimed at improving governance frameworks and
advancing the processes involved in the development and production of these
weapons.

The importance of developing the hybrid weapons sector must be understood in
light of the evolving nature of modern warfare. Contemporary conflicts have
increasingly moved away from traditional models based on symmetrical threats,
giving way to newer forms of warfare as both state and non-state actors adopt
strategies such as proxy warfare and hybrid warfare. This shift reflects a broader
transition from confronting symmetrical threats to managing asymmetrical threats.
Modern conflicts—such as the Russia-Ukraine war and the Israel-Palestine conflict in
Gaza—demonstrate the hybrid character of contemporary warfare and its reliance on
innovative operational tools. Accordingly, careful management of the hybrid
weapons phenomenon in Syria, alongside efforts to further develop this sector, has
become increasingly necessary in light of the growing tendency of power structures
to rely on hybrid forms of warfare.

This paper focuses specifically on hybridized automatic firearms, without addressing
the comprehensive manufacturing processes of artillery systems or light and heavy
sniper rifles. Instead, the study concentrates on the dimension of local innovation in
this particular category of weapons as a means of assessing factional capabilities and
evaluating the effectiveness of these weapons in comparison with other factors such
as sustainability and tactical impact.

Hybrid Weapons in the Syrian Conflict: Causes and the Framework of
Adaptation

Hybrid weapons can be defined as composite weapon systems that integrate
elements of conventional and unconventional arms, developed under battlefield
conditions characterized by limited resources in order to enhance military
effectiveness and adapt to the evolving nature of conflict. These weapons include
light automatic firearms as well as medium and heavy machine guns.

Following the territorial gains achieved by revolutionary factions between 2011 and
2014, when their operations largely relied on guerrilla warfare tactics, the Syrian
regime sought to draw these factions into the dynamics of conventional open
warfare. The Syrian army, being a traditional force trained primarily for conventional
operations, faced limitations in urban warfare due to the heavy nature of its
armament. In contrast, opposition factions possessed greater flexibility and mobility.

Beginning in early 2015, the Syrian government succeeded in pushing revolutionary
factions into conventional open engagements, particularly in southern rural Aleppo



and Eastern Ghouta'. The imbalance in military capabilities and armaments—
combined with the direct intervention of Russian forces—led to a gradual decline in
the operational position of opposition factions and the loss of significant territories
previously under their control?.

This deterioration in battlefield performance prompted a process of strategic
reassessment among revolutionary factions regarding both their combat doctrines
and the nature of the military tools at their disposal. As a result, factions such as Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham and Ahrar al-Sham Islamic Movement, alongside several other groups,
began establishing small, specialized units. These units relied on hybrid weapons,
advanced mixed training programs, and intensive psychological and physical
preparation.

By late 2017, efforts to develop these specialized formations had reached their peak
as factions underwent a broader operational transition. Rather than confronting
Syrian government forces, Russian units, and allied militias through conventional
means, these groups increasingly adopted non-conventional tools and tactics.

Within this framework, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham established the “Red Bands” (al-Asa’ib
al-Hamra)® units, which function as an elite strike force relying on hybrid weapons
and unconventional tactics. Similarly, “al-Maghawir” forces within Ahrar al-Sham
Islamic Movement, as well as comparable units within Harakat al-Tahrir wa al-Binaa,
and the training group Malhama Tactical“, represent examples of professional
formations whose armament and training have been structured around
unconventional operational doctrines®.

In practical terms, revolutionary factions moved almost entirely beyond the phase of
conventional warfare toward hybrid warfare®, particularly after the 2019 military
campaign conducted by Russian forces in coordination with the Syrian government
and allied militias against the towns of al-Habit in southern Idlib countryside and Kafr
Nabudah in northern Hama countryside’. The advance of Russian-backed forces
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toward opposition-held territories was slowed in part due to the intervention of elite
formations such as the Red Bands and al-Maghawir units, alongside smaller
specialized groups from other factions.

In response, opposition factions invested further in these formations, expanding their
numbers, improving logistical support, and enhancing their overall combat readiness
and operational capability.

Key Types of Hybrid Weapons Used by Revolutionary Factions and
Their Effectiveness

Revolutionary factions developed various forms of conventional light individual
weapons as well as medium and heavy machine guns by altering their original
functional configuration. This process involved integrating conventional weapons
with non-conventional components or operational modifications, resulting either in
fully hybridized integrated systems or in weapons adapted for use in ways that differ
from their traditional modes of deployment, whether in terms of mounting,
targeting, or operational function.

Such modifications significantly enhanced the firepower and maneuverability of
these weapons. In turn, this improvement contributed to strengthening the
operational performance of the factions at both the tactical and strategic levels. The
impact of these developments was particularly evident during later stages of the
conflict, culminating in what the factions described as a strategic peak during the
“Deterrence of Aggression” battle in 2024.
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Table (1): Key Types of Firearms Hybridized by the Revolutionary Factions®

Hybridization Inputs Applied to the AK-74 Machine Gun

8 Technical specifications of the weapons referenced in this paper were drawn from academic

weapons references, while information concerning hybridization inputs was based on field interviews
conducted by the researcher with brigade commanders in the Syrian Ministry of Defense, company

commanders, and weapons specialists.




Hybridization through altering the functional role of the 23 mm machine gun, by
converting its mode of deployment from a towed weapon to a mobile-mounted
system.

An analysis of field data on the effectiveness of these hybrid weapons indicates that
they provided frontline combat units with greater maneuverability and mobility
across both urban and open terrains. This capability made them a distinctive tactical
tool in the hands of revolutionary factions, enabling them to influence the outcome
of engagements in both defensive and offensive operations. Their impact was
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particularly evident during the confrontations between opposition factions and
Russian forces in 2019, as well as during the “Deterrence of Aggression” battle®.

These weapons also demonstrate the factions’ capacity to adapt to limited available
resources and unconventional conflict environments, reflecting a notable degree of
local innovation. Such innovation emerged largely as a response to constraints in
armament supplies and limited external support®, prompting factions to develop
improvised yet operationally effective solutions.

[ Effectiveness of Hybird Weapons

Local Innovation

Sustainability Tactical Impact

Logistical Coordination Dependence on External Support

Figure (1): Radar chart illustrating an evaluation of the effectiveness of hybrid weapons across
multiple criteria.

® “Deterrence of Aggression’: A Military Operation That Ended the Rule of the Assad Family in
Twelve Days”, Al Jazeera Net, January 2, 2025. https://I24.im/kT20

0 Raed al-Hayes, commander of the Second Brigade, 86th Division, Syrian Ministry of Defense.
Interview conducted by the researcher, August 26, 2025.
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The radar chart analysis is based on comparing several key indicators through an
examination of multiple field operations and an assessment of the effectiveness of
hybrid weapons.

The findings indicate that local innovation recorded the highest level of effectiveness,
significantly reducing the factions’ reliance on external support. Tactical impact
ranked second in the comparative assessment, reflecting the operational influence
of these weapons in battlefield engagements. By contrast, the sustainability of hybrid
weapons production scored notably lower, highlighting the structural limitations
affecting the long-term continuity of this sector.

Recommendations

The emergence of hybrid weapons within the context of the Syrian conflict presents
both challenges and opportunities for the Syrian government. These challenges
operate on two primary levels. The first concerns security governance, particularly the
ability to regulate and control the proliferation of such weapons. The second relates
to development and production, specifically how these weapons might be
incorporated into the arsenals of the Ministry of Defense and the country’s security
institutions.

The widespread presence of hybrid weapons, facilitated by their relative ease of
manufacture, distribution, and promotion, as well as by the existence of semi-regular
armed actors possessing such systems, poses potential risks to security and stability.
This concern is particularly relevant in areas where armed groups operate outside
formal state authority, such as certain outlaw armed formations in Suwayda and
other groups in northeastern Syria, increasing the possibility of renewed cycles of
violence.

The importance of investing in the hybrid weapons sector may have grown further
following the destruction of much of the Syrian army’s conventional arsenal and
military infrastructure by Israeli occupation military attacks, including missile
deterrence systems and elements of the air force. In light of the proven effectiveness
of hybrid weapons in contemporary conflicts, and their increasing adoption even by
regular armies, this paper recommends strengthening field-based manufacturing
and maintenance capabilities in order to enhance their operational efficiency and
effectiveness. Such activities should take place within a structured framework
supervised by specialized trainers and technical experts, supported by adequate
logistical resources to ensure sustainability.
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First

This paper recommends that a dedicated body be established within the Armament
Directorate of the Ministry of Defense to oversee the documentation and
classification of hybrid weapons systems. This body would improve institutional
oversight and create a comprehensive database on these weapons. Its responsibilities
should also include expanding training programs for elite units that rely on hybrid
weapons, while preserving their specialized character within the organizational
structure of the Syrian Ministry of Defense and enhancing their physical and
psychological readiness.

Second

The paper also recommends recruiting specialists and technicians who were involved
in the manufacture and modification of weapons during the years of conflict (2011-
2024). Integrating these individuals into official defense structures would allow the
state to benefit from their accumulated technical expertise, support institutions
responsible for the development of armaments, and provide legitimate employment
opportunities that reduce the risk of their recruitment by actors operating outside
legal or regulatory frameworks.

Third

It also recommends to establish a specialized unit dedicated to monitoring and
studying hybrid weapons and developments in this sector through comparative
analysis of other conflict environments in which such weapons have played a
prominent role, including Ukraine, Gaza, and Iran. Examining these experiences
would enable the transfer of relevant knowledge and technological practices to Syria
once their effectiveness has been demonstrated in operational contexts.
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