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In Spring 2011, when the popular uprisings of the “Arab Spring” began across the Middle-East, protests 

began in a number of Syrian cities calling for President Bashar Assad to resign and for an end to authoritarian rule. 

In response, the Syrian government used military force against protesters and granted some symbolic concessions.   

 

In the two and a half years since the protests began, the protesters have armed and carried out attacks 

against the government and government supporters, and the situation has degenerated into a civil war.  More than 

100,000 Syrians, including both combatants and civilians, have died,
2
 and more than one-third of the population has 

been displaced, either internally in Syria or to neighboring countries.  In addition, according to the UN Human 

Rights Council and other human rights organizations, both the Syrian government and rebel groups have committed 

human rights violations.
3
 

 

The events in Syria have affected other UN member states.  Shelling from Syria has occurred over the 

borders of both Turkey and Israel,
4
 and Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq, and Egypt have received large numbers of 

refugees.  The Syrian civil war has also affected international relations beyond the Middle East.  Tension worldwide 

was high in September, when the US threatened to strike Syrian military bases in retaliation for chemical weapons 

attacks on civilians.  The US stepped down only when it and Russia came to an agreement, later endorsed by the 

Security Council, for international inspectors to identify and destroy all chemical weapons in Syria.  If Syria fails to 

comply, the US has said it has the right to attack.  But the Security Council resolution did not authorize enforcement 

measures.
5
 

 

According to the United Nations Charter, the Security Council has the primary responsibility to maintain 

international peace and security.
6
  But until the Council passed the recent resolution authorizing chemical 

disarmament, it was unable to pass any significant resolution related to the conflict.  Even then, the Council took no 

position on whether the government or the rebels are primarily at fault and, beyond calling for peace talks, said little 

about what can and should be done to bring the war to an end.  What can the Security Council do to address these 

shortcomings in its position on Syria so Syrians can return to their homes and life in the region and in the 

international community can return to greater peace and security?   

 

                                                 
1
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History and Current Events 

 

 To understand the current situation in Syria and determine how the Security Council should respond, it is 

important to understand the history of Syria, the origins of the civil war, and the way that human, regional, and 

international security have been affected by the war in general and by the use of chemical weapons in particular.   

 

A Short History of Syria  

The lands of modern Syria were part of the Mesopotamian “Fertile Crescent,” where the world’s earliest cities 

developed about 4000 BC.  Until about 1850 BC, Mesopotamia was divided into two countries – Sumer in the 

southeast (in contemporary Iraq) and Akkad in the northwest (contemporary Syria).  By 1900 BC, both were 

conquered by the Amorites, who governed the regions as Babylonia and developed science and law, including the 

Hammurabic Code.
7
    

 

 Assyria broke away from Babylon in about 1100 BC, establishing an empire of its own.  From the 9
th

 to the 

7
th
 centuries BC, the Assyrian empire flourished and at times stretched from Egypt through contemporary Israel, 

Lebanon, Syria, southern Turkey, and Iraq to the Persian Gulf, uniting most of the Middle East.
8
   

 

 Syria’s ancient roots have been traced through excavations at sites throughout the country, including the 

Tall Mardīkh palace near the city of Aleppo, where archeologists found “more than 17,000 inscribed clay tablets, 

dated to about 2600–2500.”
9
  Aleppo is contemporary Syria’s largest city and has been the site of much rebel 

resistance.  Since 2011, it has been repeatedly bombed by the Syrian government, reducing “entire areas to 

rubble.”
10

  

 

 After the fall of Assyria, Syria was ruled by various empires, including the Persian, Macedonian, Greek, 

Armenian, Roman, and Byzantine.  In the 7
th
 century AD, the Syrian city of Damascus surrendered to Arab Muslim 

forces extending Islam and a centralized Islamic state known as the Caliphate.
11

  As time went on, the system 

fragmented into competing caliphs, sultans, and other rulers with different territories, ideologies, and governments.  

Christians and Jews continued to live in the area and, over time and in different places, were treated with varying 

degrees of hostility and tolerance.
12

 

 

   During the Crusades (1095-1291), Western Europeans invaded parts of Syria and its neighbors and 

established a series of small Christian states.  After their defeat by local rulers who united Syria and Egypt, the area 

flourished until 1491, when it was sacked by the Mongols.
13

  Later Syria was incorporated into the Ottoman Empire 

based in contemporary Turkey.  When Ottoman power began to wane and Egypt invaded and occupied Damascus, 

Europeans once again became involved, with the British supporting the Ottomans and the French siding with the 
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Egyptians.
14

  At the end of World War I, control of Syria passed from the Ottoman Empire to France.  From 1920 to 

1946, France administered Syria as a League of Nations mandate (essentially a colony).
15 

  

 

 After independence, the Syrian government was plagued by instability until Hafez al-Assad established the 

current government during a 1971 military coup.  When Hafez died in 2000, the presidency passed to his son, 

Bashar, the current president.  Although the majority (74%) of the country’s population is Sunni Muslim, Bashar al-

Assad has continued his father’s policy of filling Syria’s top government and military positions with family 

members and people from the minority Alawite (Shiite Muslim) religious community.
16

  As a result, much of the 

opposition to the government is from Sunni Muslims and their Saudi and Gulf supporters.  By contrast, much of the 

support for the government is from Shiite Alawites and their Iranian supporters.  In addition, Russia has been a 

longtime supporter of the regime. 

 

Origins of the Civil War 

Inspired by 2011 anti-government protests in Tunisia and Egypt, Syrian protests first began in the city of Deraa and 

quickly spread to other cities.  Protesters called for Bashar al-Assad to step down after four decades of family rule 

and for civil rights, such as freedom of speech.
17

  By June 2011, as many as 100,000 Syrians had participated in 

protests, and 1,500 had been killed by government forces.
18

 

 

In response to the regime’s crackdown, numerous opposition groups, including defectors from the Syrian 

military, gradually took up arms against the regime.  Most of the military, however, continued to support Assad.  By 

fall 2011, the fighting between opposition groups and the government’s military forces had escalated to full civil 

war, with large numbers of combatants on each side.
19

 

 

As of June 2013, the death toll in Syria exceeded 100,000.  Of those, about 43,000 were government 

soldiers and pro-government fighters killed by rebels, about 14,000 were rebel forces killed by the Syrian military 

and its supporters, and about 37,000 were civilians (including about 8,000 women and children) killed by both 

government and rebel forces.  According to the United Nations, these are conservative estimates. Some tallies place 

the death toll above 200,000.
20

 

 

The biggest question facing the Security Council is how to stop the fighting.  Initially, it was thought the 

war might end with the death or deposition of Bashar al-Assad and the establishment of a democratic government.  

Two years later, it appears that the Syrian government is strong enough to hold onto much of its territory.  Even if 

that were not the case, it is unlikely the fighting would end if the government changed.  There is no single opposition 

movement ready to take the government’s place.  Instead, there are approximately 1,200 rebel groups, each with a 

local power base and a unique agenda.  Moreover, there is a growing divide between rebels who seek democratic 
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reforms and those who wish to establish a fundamentalist Islamic state.
21

  According to David R. Shedd, the deputy 

director of the US Defense Intelligence Agency, this means the conflict could last for many years, regardless of 

which group technically “succeeds.”
22

 

 

Human Rights and Human Security in Syria 

When violence initially erupted, it was by the Syrian government against unarmed civilian protesters.  Thus, most 

accusations of human rights abuses were against the Assad regime. As the conflict has continued, however, human 

rights abuses from both the government and opposition forces have become apparent.  According to Human Rights 

Watch: 

 

Syria responded to months of peaceful protests with brutal force involving indiscriminate air and artillery 

assaults on residential areas and apparent targeting of civilians, and torture, which constitute war crimes 

and crimes against humanity, pushing the political confrontation into an internal armed conflict.  The 

opposition is increasingly conducting offensive operations.  Some opposition forces have carried out 

serious abuses like kidnapping, torture, and what appear to be extrajudicial executions.
23

 

 

In 2013, Human Rights Watch observers found 59 instances in 52 cities in which the Syrian government 

explicitly attacked civilians. In many cases, these attacks, including airstrikes and bombings, targeted civilians 

waiting in line to receive bread from bakeries, or care from civilian medical facilities.
24

 

 

Human rights organizations and the United Nations have also voiced concern over the inaccessibility of 

Syria to humanitarian workers and the paucity of routes for civilians to leave war zones. This problem exacerbates 

human security issues in the region, as people do not have access to necessities like food, water, energy, and medical 

assistance.  Human Rights Watch reports that 70,000 people lack these basic necessities; fighting in the city of 

Homs has trapped and endangered up to 4,000 people alone.
25

  According to the UN, 6.8 million Syrians need some 

form of humanitarian assistance.
26

  Under the Geneva Conventions (which applies to intrastate conflicts and which 

Syria has ratified) and customary International Human Rights law, combatants must protect the lives of civilians and 

must give civilians the opportunity to leave any territory experiencing armed conflict.
27

  

 

 In June 2013, Amnesty International reported that there were approximately 4.25 million internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) within Syria.  Many IDPs ventured to leave the country, only to find that states like Turkey 

had closed their borders. As a result, IDPs have undergone continued attacks, often have to live in makeshift camps 

under poor conditions, and still have no access to humanitarian assistance. In one IDP camp: 
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Heavy rain leaked into the tents and had turned the clay soil into thick slippery mud, raw 

sewage flowed between the tents. The food being distributed was insufficient and of very poor 

quality and large numbers of people complained of medical conditions for which they were 

receiving no treatment.
28

 

  

Even when Syrians find shelter outside of camps in abandoned structures like schools, people have a 

paucity of food, water, sanitation, and medical services.  Organization like Amnesty International have requested 

that states take action to assist IDPs, not only via humanitarian assistance, but also through ensuring that IDPs can 

escape the Syrian conflict by crossing borders.
29

 

 

Relations with and Effects on Neighboring States 

The conflict in Syria not only affects the Syrian people.  It also affects nearby states.  In addition to IDPs within 

Syria, about 2 million Syrians have sought refuge in surrounding states (for a total of more than 6 million displaced 

Syrians), including more than 684,000 Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 516,000 in Jordan, 434,000 in Turkey, 154,000 

in Iraq, and 107,000 in Egypt.
30

  This places strains on the states providing refuge in a number of ways.  Refugees 

escaping war cause “natural resource depletion, irreversible impacts on natural resources, impacts on health, impacts 

on social conditions, impacts on the economy, and social impacts on local populations.”
31

  Often states must divert 

resources to refugees, putting pressure on social programs.
32

  For instance, in Jordan the “environmental sanitation 

situation has worsened due to the increased volume of waste” from refugees.
33

 

 

 In addition to providing a haven for a large number of Syrian refugees, Turkey has supported the 

opposition movement by allowing rebel bases on Turkish territory.  This has inflamed Turkish relations with Syria, a 

former ally.  In retaliation, Syria has shelled Turkish territory, killing five civilians as of June 2013.
34

  

 

 As a result of the approximately half-million Syrian refugees that have entered Jordan since the conflict in 

Syria began, Jordan has now closed its borders to refugees.  Jordan has explained this with reference to the difficulty 

of providing food, water, and other resources and assistance to refugees, and its concern that the large number of 

refugees could spur civil unrest.  In August 2013, Jordan asked the United States to provide surveillance and other 

equipment to secure the border from arms smugglers.  It has also asked for humanitarian assistance meet the needs 

of refugees.
35
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 The conflict in Syria also poses a serious threat to the stability of Iraq, where the minority Sunni population 

accuses the majority Shiite government of discrimination.
36

  Some of the Sunni militias currently operating in Syria 

have roots in and connections with the al-Qaeda affiliated Sunni insurgents who fought the US and coalition forces 

in Iraq from the US invasion in 2003 until the US departure in 2011.  As their strength in Syria has grown, they have 

regrouped in Iraq.  According to the US Department of State, the average number of Iraqis killed by terrorist attacks 

in 2011 and 2012 was about five.  By contrast, terrorist attacks killed at least 30 people during the summer of 2013 

alone.
37

 

 

 According to the BBC, the Syrian conflict has had the most detrimental effect on the political stability of 

Lebanon.  Hezbollah, a Shiite militia and political party with seats in the Lebanese government, depends on Assad 

for weapons to confront Israel and maintain political support.  As a result, the group has assisted Assad in his fight 

against the rebels.  This has angered Lebanese Sunni groups, which back the Syrian uprising and who have begun to 

fight Lebanese Alawites and supporters of Assad in some Lebanese cities.
38

 

 

 Although Israel and Syria have technically been at war since 1948, the Syrian-Israeli border was quiescent 

from the countries’ last real fight in 1973 until the Syrian civil war began in 2011. When shells and gunfire from the 

Syrian conflict permeated the border near the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, Israel returned fire. Israel has 

expressed concern that Hezbollah and Al-Qaeda affiliates will obtain advanced weaponry from the Syrian conflict 

and use it against Israel.  To limit this possibility, Israel has used airstrikes to attack military convoys in Syria.  In 

response, Syria has accused Israel of supporting rebel groups and has threatened to strike at Israel if it takes further 

action.
39

 

 

International Responses to the War and Chemical Weapons Use 

Shortly after the Syrian protests began, a number of regional organizations took stances against Bashar al-Assad. 

Most recognizably, the Arab League (of which Syria was a founding member) encouraged Assad to step down and 

hold peaceful elections and imposed economic sanctions to encourage him to do so.  The European Union also 

imposed an oil embargo, which has severely reduced Syria’s economic output.
40

 

 

 A number of states in and beyond the region have become involved in the conflict.  For example, Iran and 

Russia provide military assistance to the Syrian government, while Saudi Arabia and Qatar provide arms and 

training to opposition groups.
41

  In June 2013, after CIA analyses of the bodies of Syrian civilians and opposition 

forces revealed traces of chemical weapons, the US announced that it would provide moderate Syrian rebels with 

small arms and anti-tank equipment.
42

  In response, Russia and China have criticized the US for intervening in 

Syria’s internal affairs, in violation of the UN Charter.  
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Despite their differences on intervention, the US, Russia, China, and other states worked together in 2012, 

as the UN supported Group on Syria (also known as the “Friends of Syria”), when they facilitated negotiations in 

Geneva between the conflicting Syrian parties.  In the final Geneva communiqué, the group articulated a strategy for 

a peaceful negotiated end to the conflict and humanitarian assistance to affected Syrians.
43

   

 

Throughout the conflict, US officials have argued against direct US military involvement in Syria, favoring 

a peaceful resolution and, if that is not possible, supporting the rebels in their fight against the regime.  The US has 

called on Assad to relinquish his position and has encouraged states to impose sanctions on the Syrian government 

and to assist moderate opposition groups.
44

  In addition, in 2012, US President Barak Obama established a “red line” 

against the use of chemical weapons,
45

 saying that if Syria crossed the line, it would “change his calculations.”
46

 

 

On August 21, 2013, reports emerged that a chemical weapons attack had occurred in Eastern Damascus 

and surrounding areas.  Although some observers state that only about 300 people died, others estimate that more 

than 1,300 people died and that 3,600 were injured and received treatment.  Among those affected or killed by the 

weapons were noncombatants, including a large number of children.  Although Assad has repeatedly denied using 

chemical weapons and pinned their use on rebel forces, the US has stated that it has strong evidence that the Syrian 

government has used such weapons.
47

 

 

 Shortly after the attacks, the Syrian government agreed to permit UN observers to investigate the use of 

chemical weapons, as both sides of the conflict have accused each other of using such weapons.
48

  UN reports from 

their investigation give some indication that government forces may have been behind the attacks based on the 

trajectory and type of missiles used in the attack.  Observers from Human Rights Watch note, however, that 

opposition forces also had possession of sarin, the nerve agent employed in the chemical attack.
49

 

 

In late August 2013, as a response to the attack, the US began considering missile strikes against Syrian 

government military targets, arguing that it simply sought to take limited action against Syria for crossing the red 

lines set the previous year.  As President Obama continued to seek support for the strike both domestically and 

internationally, Russia stated that it would accept a proposal to remove chemical weapons from Syria.  Shortly 

thereafter, both Assad and the US agreed to begin working towards eliminating chemical weapons in Syria.  On 

September 27, 2013, the Security Council agreed to a resolution that would work to remove Syria’s chemical 

weapons by June 2014.  As a concession to Russia, however, the resolution does not include immediate 

consequences for the Syrian government if it fails to fulfill its obligations under the resolution.
50

  The only 
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significant element of the resolution that does not pertain to chemical weapons was a call for the government and 

rebels to attend Geneva II peace talks, which have been repeatedly postponed.
51

   

 

Previous Committee Work on this Topic 

 

 The United Nations has made numerous attempts to foster a diplomatic solution to the Syrian conflict, 

particularly by sending several special envoys to speak with the involved parties.  The UN initially sent former 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan in hopes of placating both groups.  When Annan stepped down in August 2012, Ban 

Ki-Moon appointed Lakhdar Brahimi to serve as Joint Special Representative for Syria representing both the United 

Nations and the Arab League.
52

 

 

 UN organizations have also tried to ameliorate the negative humanitarian consequences of the conflict.  

Today, the UN Food and Agricultural Organization, World Food Programme, UN Children’s Fund, UN Office for 

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, and the UN Population Fund all 

provide services to Syrians.
53

  For instance, UNICEF has distributed food, hygienic supplies, and water, but Syrian 

government checkpoints have limited the organization’s ability to reach people in need.
54

 

 

 References to the Syrian conflict from the Security Council generally appear in resolutions titled under the 

“Middle East” category, instead of referencing the state directly.  This reflects the fact that the Council is divided on 

the question of whether it is appropriate to intervene in Syria’s internal affairs.  In Security Council Resolution 2043 

adopted in 2012, the Security Council established the UN Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMIS).  This resolution 

gave UNSMIS the mission of monitoring a ceasefire and ensuring the fulfillment of the Joint Special Envoy’s six-

point plan.  The plan aims to end violence in Syria, use the special envoy as a mediator, respect the rights and 

aspirations of the Syrian people, ensure the access of humanitarian assistance, and allow free movement of 

observers, such as journalists.  Initially, UNSMIS had a 90-day renewable mandate, but the Security Council 

stopped renewing it in August 2013 because the use of heavy weapons and the high level of violence made it too 

dangerous for UN personnel to carry out the task.
55

    

 

 From 2011 until September 2013, with the exception of authorizing and de-authorizing UNSMIS, the 

Security Council was unable to achieve consensus on any measure to address the conflict.  In July 2012, China and 

Russia vetoed a resolution that would have placed sanctions on the Syrian government until violence ended against 

opposition groups.  This was the third instance in which China and Russia vetoed sanctions on the Syrian 

government.  China and Russia have stated that they want to avoid another destabilizing military intervention, as in 

Iraq and Libya.
56
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In the face of Security Council inaction, the UN General Assembly passed several resolutions on the issue. 

In early 2013, the General Assembly adopted the resolution “The Situation in the Syrian Arab Republic,” which 

condemned the violence and human rights abuses committed by both sides of the fighting and urged Syria to allow 

humanitarian aid and independent observers into the state to distribute aid, evaluate the situation for human rights 

abuses, and investigate the alleged use of chemical weapons against civilians.
57

  According to Syria and Russia, this 

resolution gave unbalanced support to the opposition forces in Syria and empowered terrorist organizations within 

the country.  China also opposed the resolution, arguing that was in violation of the UN Charter because it interfered 

unnecessarily in the internal affairs of Syria.  By contrast, the US and members of the Arab League extolled the 

document as emblematic of the international community’s desire to bring peace to Syria.
58

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Soon the Syrian civil war will enter its third year.  What can the Security Council do to ensure that the 

violence ends and stability returns to the country so that the war does not spread to neighboring states and further 

distance UN member states from one another?  In researching and writing your country’s position on this issue, 

consider the following questions: 

 

--What political, military, economic, and cultural relations does your country have with Syria? How might 

supporting either the Assad regime or the opposition affect your country?   

--How has your country been affected by the civil war in Syria and by civil wars in other countries, such as 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya? 

--What is your country’s experience with civil war and human rights violations within its own borders?  

What is its record of involvement in civil and international wars in other countries?  What do these 

experiences suggest about how the Syrian conflict could be resolved? 

--From your country’s perspective, which of the following elements of the Syrian conflict are most 

important:  lack of democracy, religious differences, civil war, refugees, regional instability, 

terrorism, weapons of mass destruction?  Should the Security Council attempt to address all of 

these issues, or should it focus on just some of them?   

--Is your country a party to the Chemical Weapons Convention? How did it respond to the use of chemical 

weapons in Syria, to the US’s threat of force, and to the Security Council resolution on chemical 

disarmament?   

--What can the Security Council do to ensure that Syria complies with its recent resolution on chemical 

disarmament?  If it does not comply, what should the Council do? 

--What can and should the Security Council do to ensure that Syrians in particular and people and states 

worldwide will experience greater peace and security in the coming months, years, and decades? 
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