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The Biden Administration’s How 
the United States Should Approach 
Normalization Efforts with Syria
Nicole Robinson

U.S. partners in the middle east have 
started to normalize relations with the 
Syrian regime, even though bashar al- 
Assad is still in power.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The biden Administration cannot look the 
other way as countries begin to normalize 
relations with the unrepentant and unac-
countable Assad regime.

The United States must continue to isolate 
Assad and his regime, discourage other 
countries from normalizing relations with 
him, and apply sanctions wisely.

Over the past few months, a number of U.S. 
partners in the Middle East have started to 
normalize relations with the Syrian regime, 

even though Bashar al-Assad is still in power. Recog-
nizing the Assad regime has no strategic value for the 
U.S. and instead creates a number of headaches. The U.S. 
should think long and hard about the realistic policy 
outcomes that it can achieve. The United States must 
continue to isolate Assad and his regime, discourage 
other countries from normalizing relations with him, 
and apply sanctions authorized by the Caesar Act wisely.1

U.S. Policy Toward Syria

The relationship between Syria and the United 
States has always been a cold and problematic one. 
Syria cut diplomatic ties with the U.S. in 1967.2 Although 
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relations were resumed in 1974, the 1970 coup that brought the Assad regime 
to power only worsened the relationship. The Assad regime’s support of ter-
rorism, its alignment with the USSR, its interference in Lebanon, its pursuit 
and use of chemical weapons, and its continued hostility toward Israel made 
the country a target for U.S. sanctions. Relations took a turn for the worse 
again in 2011, when the Syrian regime brutally cracked down on anti-regime 
protests during the Arab spring. In response, the United States cut diplomatic 
ties with, and imposed sanctions on, the Syrian regime. As the country slowly 
spiraled into a civil war, the resulting power vacuum allowed the so-called 
Islamic State to carve out sanctuaries in Iraq and Syria.

In 2014, the United States formed a broad international coalition to 
defeat the Islamic State. By early 2019, the territorial “caliphate” was 
defeated. With the counterterrorism mission complete, the Trump Admin-
istration reduced the U.S. military presence from 2,000 to 900 troops to 
continue to support and advise the Syrian Democratic Forces fighting the 
Islamic State.

Since the rise of ISIS in 2014, U.S. policy has focused on providing human-
itarian aid to conflict-affected areas, mitigating the growth of terrorism, and 
reaching a political settlement in Syria via its support for United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 2254.3 During the early stages of the civil 
war, the fighting pitted regime forces against opposition groups. However, 
between 2015 and 2018, the conflict was further complicated by two factors: 
(1) interventions by Iran, Russia, Turkey, and the United States, and (2) the 
expansion of ISIS to Syria. The chaotic aftermath gave the Assad regime the 
opportunity to recapture most of the country in 2019.

Today, Assad is still in power, propped up by Russia and Iran. With a few 
Arab and European countries starting to reopen diplomatic channels to 
Damascus, the Biden Administration cannot look the other way as Arab 
states normalize relations with Assad. U.S. policy options in Syria are lim-
ited; however, the U.S. can mitigate the threat of ISIS, influence the approach 
of allies and partners in Syria, and support humanitarian relief in Syria.

The Land of Bad Options

Secretary of State Antony Blinken has stated that the U.S. has no plans 
to “normalize or upgrade” diplomatic relations with Syria, but the Admin-
istration is still conducting a policy review.4 Syria is a complex issue with 
no easy solution. U.S. commentators are generally divided into two camps: 
those who propose a conditions-based phased normalization, and those 
who still advocate for complete isolation of the Assad regime.
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Proponents of normalization believe that the Assad regime acts as a stabilizer, 
arguing that the United States can leverage diplomatic incentives, reconstruc-
tion assistance, and sanctions relief to advance a number of U.S. policy goals. 
In the short term, they argue, the U.S. can encourage a cease-fire in Idlib and 
a removal of chemical weapons. Long term, proponents believe that the U.S. 
can support negotiations for the safe return of Syrian refugees, support polit-
ical reform, and contain the power of rivals, such as Russia and Iran.5 These 
idealistic goals rest on a number of false assumptions. The reality is that:

 l Stability under Assad is far from guaranteed. Although Assad 
has regained nominal control over most of the country, his control is 
tenuous. Stability in former rebel-held areas that the Assad regime 
now controls is already showing signs of weakness. Clashes this past 
summer in Daraa prove that Assad is not a reliable guarantor of stabil-
ity in the long term.6

 l Assad is not a reliable “broker” for the international community. 
Even after years of crushing sanctions and political isolation, Assad 
continued to conduct chemical attacks and break multiple de-escala-
tion agreements. The Assad regime’s de facto control over Syria means 
that there is little incentive for him to make political concessions to 
the opposition or to provide for the safe return of refugees.

 l Russia and Iran will always wield more influence in Damas-
cus than the U.S., as long as the Assad regime survives. Russia 
and Iran have always been, and will continue to be, influential in 
Syria. Russia has been a long-term partner of the Assad family in 
Syria. Throughout Syria’s nation-building process, the Soviet Union 
provided political support, economic aid, military aid, and cultural 
exchanges to establish Syria’s education system.7 Russia will never 
part with the Assad regime if it means that it loses access to the Syrian 
ports of Tartus and Latakia and the Khmeimim Air Base in Latakia, 
leaving Syria securely in Russia’s sphere of influence.8 Iran capitalized 
on the Syrian civil war to spread its influence by deploying Revolution-
ary Guards to train and support local defense forces and Shia militias 
and integrating them into the Syrian Armed Forces. These military 
and security links are further strengthened by Iran’s ties to Syrian 
businessmen, Islamic charities, and educational outreach programs. 
Iran will remain a central actor as long as Assad rules, regardless of U.S. 
involvement in Syria.
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Regional Normalization Efforts

Throughout the Syrian civil war, 21 countries maintained their diplo-
matic relationship with Syria, 10 countries cut ties with Syria, and the rest 
severely downgraded the diplomatic relationship.9 The goal of the United 
States should be to ensure that as few countries as possible recognize the 
Syrian regime. Last month, Jordan’s King Abdullah received a phone call 
from Assad while trade ministers from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and Syria met to discuss economic ties.10 During the U.N. General Assembly 
two months ago, Egypt’s and Syria’s foreign ministers met on the sidelines 
to discuss “Syria’s position in the Arab World.”11 However, Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar have stated that they will not re-engage with the Syrian regime at this 
time.12 These different approaches suggest that countries in the region are 
divided on what to do about Syria, which has been largely isolated from the 
region since 2012.

The European Union maintains lower-level diplomatic contacts with 
Syria. However, there are a few individual EU member countries who have 
a diplomatic presence in Damascus. Bulgaria and the Czech Republic have 
maintained diplomatic presences in Syria since 2012, while Cyprus, Greece, 
and Hungary are in the process of reopening their embassies in Damascus.13 
Other European nations may soon follow suit.

Recommendations for the U.S.

The Biden Administration began reviewing U.S. policies across the 
Middle East in January, including its policy on Syria.14 The U.S. must be 
pragmatic about what it can achieve, and the Biden Administration should:

 l Continue to isolate Assad and his regime. Re-establishing diplo-
matic ties with Syria would signal to other rogue regimes that gross 
human rights violations will go unpunished, emboldening the Assad 
regime to commit future atrocities and setting a dangerous precedent. 
It would also feed into China and Russia’s criticism of “U.S. hypocrisy” 
on human rights.

 l Encourage Arab nations who feel the need to normalize to 
do so at the lowest diplomatic level possible. Privately, the U.S. 
should encourage partners who want to reopen diplomatic channels 
to restrict engagement to the lowest diplomatic level.15 Arab states 
can engage the regime through a third party, such as Bahrain, Egypt, 
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Kuwait, Oman, or the UAE, which has either reopened or maintained 
an embassy in Damascus. However, the U.S. should caution Arab part-
ners about readmitting Syria into the Arab League and other regional 
organizations. Readmission and direct engagement would further 
legitimize the Assad regime, which has made no efforts to change 
its behavior.

 l Weigh other geopolitical interests before pushing back against 
countries that normalize relations with Syria. The U.S. should be 
careful how it responds publicly to countries in the region that have 
been critical partners. For example, while Bahrain and the UAE have 
open diplomatic channels with the Assad regime, they are key signato-
ries to the Abraham Accords and are important partners for deterring 
Iran. The U.S. should not jeopardize its bilateral relationship with 
these countries over Syria.

 l Encourage European allies who are tempted to normalize to 
work through existing third-party frameworks. Greece and 
Cyprus have taken steps to normalize, and many European allies 
have hinted that they are open to adopting a new policy. The Czech 
Republic currently acts as the protecting power for U.S. and Euro-
pean interests in Syria. Europe should work through this existing 
framework when necessary to avoid direct engagement with the 
Assad regime.

 l Use the Caesar Act wisely. Under the Caesar Syrian Civilian Pro-
tection Act of 2019, the President can sanction the regime, Syrian 
businessmen connected to the regime, and non-U.S. persons and 
entities who do business with the Syrian government in an effort to 
create accountability for crimes by the Syrian government and its 
allies Russia and Iran against the Syrian people. These sanctions 
target economic ties, which is likely the second step after diplomatic 
normalization. However, President Joe Biden can issue waivers to 
persons or entities if he “certifies to the appropriate congressional 
committees that such a waiver is in the national security interests of 
the United States.”16

Ideally, the Biden Administration should continue to target the regime 
and its network for economic ties, but avoid imposing sanctions on its Arab 
partners who are looking to reopen trade networks. If the Administration 
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does decide to impose sanctions for economic ties, President Biden should 
consider waivers for Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon. Syria historically was a 
major transit route for imports and exports. The disruption of trade in addi-
tion to the refugee burden has put immense pressure on the economies of 
each of these countries. Economic instability threatens political stability of 
these countries, something that is not in the interest of U.S. national security.

The Biden Administration Should Not Ignore Syria

Syria is not a foreign policy priority for the Biden Administration. Look-
ing the other way will leave regional allies to implement policies as they see 
fit. U.S. policymakers must make clear to allies and partners what Washing-
ton will and will not accept. Assad’s brutality has demonstrated to the world 
that he will go to any lengths to stay in power, but that does not mean the 
world should accept him as a legitimate state actor.

The United States must be realistic about what it can achieve. Sanctions 
relief and humanitarian assistance are unlikely to change the behavior of 
the Assad regime, but the U.S. can at least influence Arab partners and Euro-
pean allies to limit their diplomatic engagement. Syria’s agonizing crisis 
is a complex problem that lacks a clear solution, but allowing the Assad 
regime to reclaim its legitimacy without accounting for its war crimes and 
human rights violations would only make matters worse. The U.S. should 
not ignore the situation and should be clear-eyed about its approach to 
advance U.S. priorities.

Nicole Robinson is Research Associate for the Middle East in the Douglas and Sarah 

Allison Center for Foreign Policy, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullum Davis Institute for 

National Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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