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0. AUTHORS & METHODS

 0.1 AUTHORS 

The Rojava Information Center (RIC) is an independent media organization 
based in North and East Syria. The RIC is made up of local staff as well as 
volunteers from many countries across Europe and North America. Some of 
us have experience in journalism and media activism and came here to share 
our skills, and others joined bringing other skills and experiences to the team. 
There is a lack of clear and objective reporting on Rojava, and journalists are 
often unable to make contact with ordinary civilians and people on the ground. 
We set up the RIC to fill this gap, aiming to provide journalists, researchers and 
the general public with accurate, well-sourced, transparent information. We 
work in partnership with civil and political institutions, journalists, and media 
activists across the region to connect them with the people and information 
they need.

0.2 METHODS

This report was written on the basis of RIC's research. RIC maintains a database 
of drone strikes conducted by Turkey in North and East Syria (NES), using 
Open Source Intelligence research, geolocation, military sources, and witness 
testimonies. The mapping of the strikes is as accurate as was possible with 
the available information, however due to the sensitive nature of some of the 
military locations struck, certain strikes could not be precisely mapped because 
the coordinates of their location could not be revealed. However, at the map 
scale used for the graphics in this report, the location of the strikes are plotted 
fairly. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

In 2008, the prototype of what would become Turkey’s flagship UAV, the 
Bayraktar TB2, completed its maiden flight. 15 years later, Ankara has developed 
its drone program such that it is a key exporter and influential military force. 
In March 2020, the capabilities of Turkey’s homegrown drone force flew to 
international prominence when the Turkish Air Force (TAF) launched hundreds 
of strikes against Syrian Arab Army (SAA) positions in Syria’s Idlib, halting an 
SAA advance that had threatened to re-conquer swathes of territory held by 
assorted Turkish-backed rebel groups, including the al-Qaeda spinoff Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). Turkey’s Anka-S and Bayraktar drones took worldwide 
headlines and Idlib was kept out of the hands of the SAA, as Moscow arranged 
a regional cease-fire. This operation, codenamed ‘Spring Shield’ by Turkey, 
marked a significant escalation in terms of Turkey’s drone employment in Syria. 
It was the first major episode in which Turkey used drones fighting Damascus 
forces. Turkey had also previously used drones against the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) in Afrin region in 2018, but on a lower scale. 

In the present period, Turkey’s drone deployment in Syria mainly targets 
military and civilian sites and personnel within the areas governed by the 
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES). In 2022, in North 
and East Syria (NES), RIC recorded 130 drone strikes, killing 87 people and 
injuring 151. This report presents the statistics gathered by RIC across the year 
and summarizes the impact of the strikes on NES. After several failed attempts 
to secure a greenlight from the United States of America (US) and Russia for 
a ground invasion in NES, Turkey has relied increasingly on drone attacks as a 
strategy to weaken the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and the AANES. 2022’s 
130 strikes mark a 46% increase from the 89 strikes RIC recorded in 2021. 
Turkey’s drone war in NES impacts the region in three key ways: obstructing 
the global mission to defeat ISIS, hampering democracy-building efforts, and 
engendering an unstable and insecure environment for civilians.
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AANES is divided into 7 regions, each with their own governance structure. In 
2022, Turkey conducted drone strikes in 4 of those regions: Jazira, Firat, Man-
bij, and Shehba. RIC's graphics display the strikes both across NES as a whole, 
and broken down regionally.

North and East Syria - Turkish drone strikes 2022

2. DISTRIBUTION OF STRIKES

Shehba region - Turkish drone strikes 2022



6

                        INCESSANT WAR: TURKEY'S DRONE CAMPAIGN IN NORTH AND EAST SYRIA - 2022 MARCH 2023

Jazira region - Turkish drone strikes 2022

Firat and Manbij regions - Turkish drone strikes 2022
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3. NOTABLE STRIKES
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Turkey mostly uses fixed-wing drones 
(FWDs) for strikes in NES. These drones 
look more like an airplane and require 
a proper landing area. Meanwhile, 
Turkey's suicide drones are multirotor, 
so appear more like small helicopters, 
and can take off and land almost 
anywhere. Included in RIC's tally of 
suicide drone attacks are 4 occasions 
where the SDF shot down the suicide 
drone before it was about to be used 
for an attack. 

Only around 25% of Turkey's strikes 
hit a car. However, 31 of the 33 car 
strikes left casualties, whereas 44 of 
the 97 non-car strikes left casualties. 
Hence, Turkey's strikes are cars are 
comparatively more deadly.

33 of the 130 drone attacks resulted 
in civilian casualties. In 24 of those 
instances, civilians were the only 
casualties, while in 9 of those instances 
there was a mix of civilian and military 
casualties. A further 42 of the attacks 
resulted in only military casualties, 
while the remaining 55 left no human 
casualties.

Just over half of Turkey's drone strikes 
hit NES' Jazira region. 8 of these were in 
Qamishlo city, with the roads leading 
from Qamishlo to Heseke, Derik, and 
Darbasiyah also key targets. While 
AANES' small Shehba exclave region 
did not see a high number of strikes 
overall in comparison to other regions, 
a full 14 of Turkey's strikes targeted the 
Shehba city of Tel Rifaat. Meanwhile, 
6 strikes hit the city of Kobane, in the 
Firat region.

4. STRIKE PATTERNS



9

INCESSANT WAR: TURKEY'S DRONE CAMPAIGN IN NORTH AND EAST SYRIA - 2022 MARCH 2023

The summer months of July and August saw a high number of attacks and a 
high casualty toll too, following a tripartite meeting between Turkey, Iran and 
Russia in mid-July. RIC's coverage of the month following this meeting can 
be found here. . November saw by far the highest number of drone strikes as 
it was in this month that Turkey launched 'Operation Claw-Sword', in which 
Ankara carried out a slew of warplane and drone strikes across several days. 
RIC's coverage of that Turkish offensive can be found on our website. 

https://rojavainformationcenter.com/2022/08/a-month-on-from-tehran-turkish-attacks-from-19-7-18-8-2022/
https://rojavainformationcenter.com/2022/11/summary-report-turkeys-attacks-on-north-and-east-syria-nes-23-november-2022/
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Turkey's willingness to strike in densely populated civilian areas, as well as 
target civilian employees of the Autonomous Administration, means that the 
civilian casualty toll is significant, and children are amongst these. Turkey does 
not formally recognize the civilian casualties that its strikes incur. Meanwhile, 
on the few occasions when the US or Coalition pays homage to the civilian 
casualties resulting from Turkish drone strikes, the former does not mention 
Ankara as the perpetrator, condemning violence while leaving the statement 
deliberately ambiguous. Such a lack of accountability emboldens Turkey to 
continue striking civilian targets. Strikes with high casualty numbers, or which 
targeted key political or military personnel, occasionally drew the attention of 
global media,1,2,3 however such events mostly occurred without note from the 
international community.                                    

1 https://www.nbcnews.com/news/female-kurdish-commander-saved-american-lives-killed-turkish-
drone-str-rcna40354 
2 https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/08/turkish-airstrike-kills-members-us-backed-kurdish-
force-syria 
3 https://edition.cnn.com/2022/11/23/politics/us-military-turkey-drone-strike/index.html 

Breakdown of the casualties of Turkey's drone strikes in NES, 2022

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/female-kurdish-commander-saved-american-lives-killed-turkish-drone-str-rcna40354
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/female-kurdish-commander-saved-american-lives-killed-turkish-drone-str-rcna40354
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/08/turkish-airstrike-kills-members-us-backed-kurdish-force-syria
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/08/turkish-airstrike-kills-members-us-backed-kurdish-force-syria
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/11/23/politics/us-military-turkey-drone-strike/index.html
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Fight against ISIS curtailed

As the primary ground force in Syria that is working to defeat ISIS, the 
effectiveness of the global fight against ISIS depends on the SDF’s military 
competency and strength. Turkish attacks on the SDF undermine the 
latter’s counter-ISIS operations. In particular, the assassination of key SDF 
commanders who are not easily replaceable due to their high level of skill, 
honed through years of experience and participation in key battles against 
ISIS, is damaging to the international project of defeating ISIS. The US has 
mostly stayed quiet throughout Turkey’s drone strikes, despite the fact that 
officials working on counter-ISIS operations that are paramount to US and 
Coalition interests are continually targeted. Meanwhile, ISIS' attack on Sina'a 
prison last January was a grave reminder of the manpower ISIS still holds 
and the threat it poses, to Syria, the Middle East, and the world. If the SDF's 
counter-terrorism operations are to continue, a stable geopolitical situation 
in NES is paramount. Turkey's drone campaign flies against achieving this. 

US colonel Myles Caggins, Coalition spox. from 2019 to 2020: “At a minimum, 
these attacks by Turkey are a distraction from the fight against ISIS. But, even 
worse, these attacks can be harmful against the mission to defeat ISIS, especially 
when the attacks from Turkey kill the YPG/YPJ who are responsible for fighting 
ISIS”.4

Newroz Ahmed, SDF General Commander: “By the targeting of leaders, 
commanders and the people, they [Turkey] want to empty the region and weaken 
our military forces and leave it without leadership. This is how they attempt to 
achieve their goals”.

Attrition of the Autonomous Administration and democratic life

Targeted killings of competent and respected figures within the Autonomous 
Administration weaken the burgeoning democracy in NES. Furthermore, such 
attacks force all community leaders and people working for the AANES to take 
security precautions, limiting their travel and ability to work. Compounding 
this, Turkey’s overt targeting of people important to NES' democratic project 
deters new people from participating. With NES’ fledgling democratic system 
a stark contrast to the repressive political regime of President Bashar al-
Assad, and offering a potential model for the wider region, Turkey’s actions 
are not only impacting this part of Syria, but have a destructive influence on 
the future of the whole Middle East.

4 https://medyanews.net/caggins-turkey-is-conducting-ethnic-cleansing/

5. IMPACT OF STRIKES

https://medyanews.net/caggins-turkey-is-conducting-ethnic-cleansing/
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AANES: [Turkey is] “striking the project of the Autonomous Administration as a 
national democratic project to extricate Syria from its historical and current crisis 
and draw the features of the future Syria to be Syria for all Syrians”. 

Executive council of Jazira region: [Turkey is] “targeting of the Autonomous 
Administration institutions that seek and work to serve the peoples of the region, 
their stability and security, emptying the region of its original inhabitants and 
striking the Autonomous Administration project”.

Instability and insecurity for civilians

Turkey’s willingness to conduct drone strikes in densely populated civilian 
areas and target essential infrastructure makes every day civilian life 
dangerous and difficult, discouraging people from planning a future in NES 
and triggering displacement. During November’s ‘Operation Claw-Sword’, 
Turkey systematically struck oil and gas facilities, knowing that these are 
[1] important lifelines of revenue for the administration and [2] vital for a 
population already lacking in affordable fuel and gas. 

Ekrem Suleyman, of Jazira region’s Office of Electricity: [regarding Turkey’s 
November bombardment of oil and gas infrastructure] “these places which 
have been attacked, they are very well-known spots, and have been precisely 
targeted. The oil fields and the power stations. Where all the power of the region 
is produced, the generation sites. By targeting and collapsing these spots, these 
buildings, these fields, Turkey knows how to make instability here. In the region in 
general, if the fields and power stations are gone, this is a massive problem. It will 
cause displacement and force migration. It is also a big economic problem”.

Laila Ahmed, the co-chair of Kobane Canton’s council: “Turkey fears the 
brotherhood of peoples in this region and aims to empty the region of its population 
and re-implement the scenario that happened in Afrin and Sere Kaniye.”
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In 2015, the international community professed a committment to achieving 
stability in Syria, with UN Resolution 2254 supposed to pave the way for 
long-lasting peace.5 Over 7 years later, volatility and threats to civilian life 
still persist. While the people of NES and the AANES are charting their own 
democratic path, Turkey's drone campaign is a key destabilizing factor in the 
region. 2022's 130 strikes represent a 46% increase from the year prior, as 
per RIC's recording. While Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan repeatedly 
threatens a full-scale ground invasion into NES,5 drawing condemnation from 
international political and diplomatic figures of all stripes,7,8,9 his drone war 
goes by largely unremarked upon and unchallenged. If the international 
community is genuinely concerned with securing peace in Syria, a serious 
spotlight must be put on Turkey's drone attacks in NES. 

However, Turkey's drone bombing can be seen as just one of many components 
in the war it waged in NES in 2022. The amount of water in the Syrian part 
of the Euphrates has drastically declined as Turkey limits the flow, spelling 
disaster for agricultural production and electricity provision alike.10,11 Turkey's 
sporadic bombing with warplanes across NES, and near-constant shelling 
along the contact lines separating NES from the Turkish-occupied areas, both 
hamper efforts to build stability in the region and leave civilian casualties.12,13 
Turkey has heavily securitized and militarized its border with Syria; something 
it claimed it was unable to do when the international community was so 
requesting it when foreign fighters were flocking to join ISIS in 2014.14 The 
Turkish border gendarmerie regularly use lethal force against civilians living 
in border areas.15 Turkish attacks discourage long-term investment in a region 
already economically suffering as the Syrian pound plummets against the 
dollar. These practices from Ankara compound and intensify the negative 
impacts of its drone campaign. 
5 https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-

6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf

6 https://www.icct.nl/publication/turkish-military-offensive-

syria-consequences-counter-terrorism-operations

7 https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/11/us-again-tries-thwart-turkish-invasion-northern-syria

8 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/2/russia-urges-

turkey-not-to-launch-offensive-in-northern-syria

9 https://thearabweekly.com/western-countries-warn-turkey-against-new-military-operation-syria

10 https://paxforpeace.nl/news/blogs/killing-the-khabur-how-turkish-

backed-armed-groups-blocked-northeast-syrias-water-lifeline

11 https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/rights-group-

turkey-water-cuts-worsen-syria-cholera-92803176

12 https://www.voanews.com/a/us-warns-turkish-offensive-

endangering-us-troops-in-syria/6847380.html

13 https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/12/07/northeast-syria-

turkish-strikes-exacerbate-humanitarian-crisis

14 https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/04/12/turkeys-double-isis-standard/

15 https://vdc-nsy.com/en/archives/9179

6. CONCLUSION

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf
https://www.icct.nl/publication/turkish-military-offensive-syria-consequences-counter-terrorism-operations
https://www.icct.nl/publication/turkish-military-offensive-syria-consequences-counter-terrorism-operations
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/11/us-again-tries-thwart-turkish-invasion-northern-syria
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/2/russia-urges-turkey-not-to-launch-offensive-in-northern-syria
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/2/russia-urges-turkey-not-to-launch-offensive-in-northern-syria
https://thearabweekly.com/western-countries-warn-turkey-against-new-military-operation-syria
https://paxforpeace.nl/news/blogs/killing-the-khabur-how-turkish-backed-armed-groups-blocked-northeast-syrias-water-lifeline
https://paxforpeace.nl/news/blogs/killing-the-khabur-how-turkish-backed-armed-groups-blocked-northeast-syrias-water-lifeline
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/rights-group-turkey-water-cuts-worsen-syria-cholera-92803176
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/rights-group-turkey-water-cuts-worsen-syria-cholera-92803176
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-warns-turkish-offensive-endangering-us-troops-in-syria/6847380.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-warns-turkish-offensive-endangering-us-troops-in-syria/6847380.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/12/07/northeast-syria-turkish-strikes-exacerbate-humanitarian-crisis
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/12/07/northeast-syria-turkish-strikes-exacerbate-humanitarian-crisis
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/04/12/turkeys-double-isis-standard/
https://vdc-nsy.com/en/archives/9179
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