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About the Project:

From January 2018 until December 2020, the research team of Professor
Shahram Akbarzadeh, Dr Dara Conduit and Dr Zahid Shahab Ahmed conducted
the project, "Assessing the impact of external actors in the Syrian and Afghan
proxy wars", facilitated by Carnegie Corporation of New York. The project
undertook a comparative analysis of the proxy wars in Syria and Afghanistan
in order to examine the impact that external players have had on the conflicts,
and to advance new understandings on the evolving role of state and non-state
actors in the regions. This report draws on a multifaceted research methodology.
In the project's initial phase, Deakin University worked in collaboration with
local partners, Pak Institute of Peace Studies (PIPS), Quaid-i-Azam University
(QAU) and the Afghan Institute of Strategic Studies (AISS) to gather data through
archival research and interviews in Kabul, Islamabad and Peshawar. Deakin
University then spoke to Syrian activists, political and military figures and advisors
based across the Middle East, Europe and the US. Data collection was led by
Dr Zahid Shahab Ahmed, Dr Dara Conduit and Dr Niamatullah Ibrahimi. Dr
Shabana Fayyaz of QAU and Mr Muhmmad Amir Rana of PIPS in Pakistan, and
Dr Davood Moradian and Dr Omar Sadr of AISS in Afghanistan facilitated the
Afghanistan data collection, while Dr Dara Conduit led the Syria research,
through in-person interviews and archival research.

The project agenda and priorities were established with a gathering of policy
makers and scholars from across South Asia and the Middle East in Islamabad
in February 2019. A concurrent conference, organized in collaboration with PIPS,
on ‘Strategic dimensions of peace and conflict in South Asia and the Middle East’
saw experts on Afghanistan and Syria from Australia, Qatar and the UK present
research papers. Most recently, the project proceeded with four online policy
dialogues bringing together a range of expert voices from those working on the
ground and within academic and policy-making circles. Offering their insights on
Afghanistan were Afghan politicians and political advisors, Indian diplomats and
policy researchers, advisors to the Pakistani prime minister and members of the
Pakistani military. Contributors to the Syria policy dialogues included academics
and practitioners from the UK, Germany and Syria, as well as Syrian civil society
advocates, development consultants and conflict resolution practitioners. Deakin
University funded a PhD scholarship for Abbas Farasoo to also work on this
project. He has also been instrumental in building the project database alongside
Dr Niamatullah Ibrahimi, Dr Taghreed Jamal Al Deen and Neda Zeyghami from
Deakin University, Narmeen Fayyaz and Mahnoor Rasheed from QAU, and Hadi
Ayoobi and Homaira Sidigee from AISS. Dr William Gourlay collated research data
and drafted this policy brief.
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