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The composition and behavior of the force that recaptures ar-Raqqah City will in part determine the long-term success of the 
U.S.-led anti-ISIS campaign in Syria. The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) is the U.S.’s most effective partner fighting ISIS in 
Syria, but it has limitations that risk undermining the gains it makes on the ground. The SDF, although dominated by the Syrian 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), is not monolithic. The SDF coalition consists of Kurdish, Arab, Syriac Christian, and 
Turkmen groups. The U.S. built the SDF in late 2015 by recruiting a “Syrian Arab Coalition” to fight alongside the YPG and other 
local militias. The SDF continued to attract Arab fighters in the lead up to operations against ISIS in ar-Raqqah, including the 
recent inclusion of members of the Free Officer’s Union, a group of several high-ranking Syrian Arab Army defectors, in October 
2016. 

The YPG nonetheless continues to dominate the SDF, despite increased efforts by the U.S. to diversify the coalition and recruit 
additional Arab fighters. The SDF remains dependent upon the YPG for logistics and experienced fighters, providing the YPG 
with outsized leverage within the coalition. Turkey considers the YPG to be a terrorist organization due to the group’s ties to the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), placing the SDF in direct conflict with Turkey. Local Arab and Turkmen populations in northern 
Syria also oppose the YPG, accusing the group of “ethnic cleansing” and forcibly displacing local communities. Moreover, the 
YPG’s political wing, the Democratic Union Party (PYD), intends to create a semi-autonomous federal region in northern Syria, 
which Turkey, Arab opposition groups, and other Kurdish parties oppose. The SDF’s effort to advance towards ar-Raqqah City 
and thereby expand Kurdish influence further into traditionally Arab terrain threatens to exacerbate these tensions and escalate 
into a more violent Arab-Kurdish and intra-Kurdish struggle in the region.

The following chart identifies some of the largest and most influential groups within the SDF. This list of groups, however, is not 
exhaustive.

Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)

Group Name
& Insignia

Ethnic Composition
(approximate majority)

Areas of Operation Description

People’s Protection 
Units (YPG)

Kurdish Hasakah, ar-Raqqah, 
and Aleppo Provinces

The YPG is the armed wing of the Democratic Union Party (PYD), 
the dominant Kurdish political party in northern Syria. The YPG 
and PYD are affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a 
militant organization that is waging an active insurgency against the 
Turkish state.1 Open source reports estimate the YPG maintains 
approximately 25,000 fighters across northern Syria.2 

Women’s Protection 
Units (YPJ)

Kurdish Hasakah, ar-Raqqah, 
and Aleppo Provinces

The YPJ is an all-female unit within the YPG.
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Sanadid Forces Arab Hasakah Province The Sanadid Forces is a group of Arab fighters affiliated with the 
Shammar tribe and closely allied with the YPG.3

Syriac Military 
Council (MFS)

Syriac Christian Hasakah Province The Syriac Military Council (MFS) is an Assyrian Christian militia 
active in Hasakah Province. The MFS is closely allied with the 
YPG. A media report estimated that the MFS maintains 500-1000 
fighters.4

Jaysh al Thuwar Primarily Arab with 
some Kurdish and 
Turkmen local affiliates

Primarily active in 
ar-Raqqah and Aleppo 
Provinces

Jaysh al Thuwar is a Free Syrian Army (FSA)-affiliated coalition 
that claims to have local affiliates across northwestern Syria. 
The group’s local affiliates are most active in Aleppo and Raqqa 
Provinces as members of the Syrian Arab Coalition of the SDF. 
The group denounced the Turkish military intervention into Syria 
in August 2016 and is a member of the Jarablus Military Council.5

Kita’ib Shams al 
Shamal

Arab and Turkmen Aleppo and ar-Raqqah 
Provinces

Kita’ib Shams al Shamal is a local FSA-affiliated opposition group 
that is a component of Jaysh al Thuwar. Many of the group’s 
fighters are from Manbij and the group is a member of the Manbij 
Military Council.6

Jabhat al Akrad Kurdish Hasakah, ar-Raqqah, 
and Aleppo Provinces

abhat al Akrad is a predominately Kurdish opposition group from 
northern Aleppo that used to work closely with FSA-affiliated 
opposition factions that were closely aligned with Turkey. The 
group has since become allied with the YPG, however. Jabhat al 
Akrad denounced the Turkish military intervention into Syria in 
August 2016.7 The group is a component of Jaysh al Thuwar and 
the Jarablus Military Council.

Liwa Jund al-
Haramayn

Arab Aleppo and ar-Raqqah 
Province

Liwa Jind al-Haramayn is a local FSA-affiliated opposition group 
that is a member of the Manbij Military Council.8
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Liwa al Salajaqa Turkmen Aleppo and ar-Raqqah 
Provinces

Liwa al Salajaqa, commonly referred to as the “Saljuk Brigade,” 
is a local group of Turkmen fighters from Aleppo. The group 
denounced the Turkish invasion of Syria in August 2016 and is a 
member of the Jarablus Military Council.9  Liwa al Salajaqa’s leader 
is a prominent spokesperson for the SDF.

Arfad 
Revolutionaries 
Battalion

(No photo available)

Unknown Aleppo Province The Arfad Revolutionaries Battalion is small group of local fighters 
from Tel Rifaat, north of Aleppo City, that joined the SDF in 
June 2016. The group denounced the Turkish invasion of Syria in 
August 2016 and is a member of the Jarablus Military Council.10

Euphrates Martyrs 
Battalion

(No photo available)

Arab Aleppo Province The Euphrates Martyrs Battalion is a small group of local fighters 
from the village of al Qubba in northeastern Aleppo Province along 
the Euphrates River. It was previously affiliated with opposition 
groups that were closely aligned with Turkey, but joined the SDF 
in January 2016.11 The group is a member of the Manbij Military 
Council.12

Free Officers Union

(No photo available)

Arab Aleppo & Dera’a 
Provinces13

Deputy Chief of the Free Officers Union Hussein al Awak defected 
from the Free Syrian Army with “hundreds” of fighters and joined 
the SDF on October 13, 2016.14  Al Awak stated the Free Officers 
Union would work alongside the SDF to “defeat the brutal Turkish 
occupation.”15 Several high-ranking Syrian Arab Army defectors 
established the Free Officers Union in the Apaydin Army Defectors 
Camp in Hatay, Turkey in July 2016.16 It is unclear, however, if the 
members of the Free Officers Union contribute fighting forces to 
the SDF, or if the defection was largely symbolic.

Liwa Tahrir al Furat

(No photo available)

Unknown Aleppo Province Liwa Tahrir al Furat was formed in October 2016 as part of the 
Manbij Military Council.17 The group has recently been involved in 
clashes against ISIS west of Manbij and was targeted by an alleged 
Turkish airstrike in the area on November 20.18 

Genevieve Casagrande is a Syria Research Analyst at the Institute for 
the Study of War
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