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Introduction 

The now eight-year long conflict in Syria has taken the lives half a million people and has 

displaced over half of the Syrian population. Innocent civilians fall victim to airstrikes, 

shootings and bombings to the extent that it has become a part of their day-to-day lives. 

However, the conflict is not limited to the aggression between the Syrian government and the 

various rebel groups, foreign nations have also intervened by supporting either of the two 

sides. Some of these already live in close proximity with Syria, such as Iran, Israel and Saudi 

Arabia, with the latter two supporting rebel groups. Though other countries further from the 

conflict such as the USA, England, France and Russia have also provided support, only 

prolonging the conflict itself, as both sides of the conflict are continually being funded and 

therefore do not run out of supplies.1 

 The self-proclaimed Islamic State took advantage of the conflict by invading parts of Syria 

and strengthening their cause. However, as of March 2019, the group has suffered a territorial 

defeat after a strong decline starting in late 2016.2 This has evidently led to greater aggression 

between the Syrian government and the Syrian National Coalition, as can be seen by the 

increase in shootings, airstrikes and shelling in early 2018 but also by the sudden recurrence 

of chemical warfare by the Assad’s forces, which were used excessively in the early and mid-

stages of the conflict. The use of chemical weapons in war as well as killing civilians is 

prohibited by UN conventions and is viewed as a war crime, however this report will focus 

on the issue of chemical weapons. The practice of this warfare cannot continue and so the 

question of disarmament of the parties in this conflict and the elimination of chemical 

weapons must be brought forward. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

IS: Formally known as the Islamic State, this a terrorist and extremist organisation that has 

caused greater civil unrest within Syria, having used the conflict as an opportunity to spread.  

SNC: Short for the Syrian National Coalition, this is the coalition of opposition groups within 

Syria. 

Disarmament: The action of reducing the amount of weapons and arms within a nation’s or 

group’s military. 

 
1 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35806229 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/23/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-IS-caliphate 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35806229
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/23/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-IS-caliphate
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Chemical weapon: A weaponised version of a toxic chemical used with the intention of 

killing or harming. Common types of chemical weapons include nerve agents, lung toxicants 

and incapacitating agents. 

Civil war: Unlike typical wars which are fought between different nations, a civil war is 

fought between organised groups within a country and is often a result of instability of the 

government or poor standards of living. 

Background Information 

The Syrian Civil War 

The conflict began in 2011 when protests against the Assad regime were met with armed 

response from security forces. Attempts were made to address and appease the people, yet 

anti-government protests continued and so did the government’s crackdown on these protests. 

In response, many countries imposed sanctions on Syria, including the USA, Turkey and the 

European Union and Syria was suspended from the Arab League. In late 2012, the factions of 

Syrian opposition agreed to unite as the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and 

Opposition Forces, also known as the SNC.3 

 As the conflict progressed, other countries got involved as well, providing support to both 

Assad’s regime and the rebels. The Syrian government received military support from Russia, 

first in the form of weapons and other equipment, but later also by directly intervening in the 

conflict. Iran and Iraq both provided financial support, while the former also produced 

technical support. Hezbollah, a Lebanese shia-islamic political-military party, has also played 

a major role in direct intervention, fighting against the rebel forces. Moreover, the many rebel 

groups received support from foreign nations, with Saudi Arabia being the largest arms 

provider for the rebels. The United Kingdom and France both supported opposition groups 

with non-lethal aid such as communications equipment and medical supplies. The USA on 

the other hand, provided both financial and military aid to various opposition groups. Turkey 

did the same, as well as training defectors of the Syrian army. The rebels received further 

support from the Arab League, Qatar and Jordan.4 

 While control over territories in Syria has shifted greatly over the eight years the war has 

lasted, the government seems to have grasped the upper hand, with the territorial defeat of IS 

in March of 2019, despite having had control of about a third of Syrian ground in 2015. The 

 
3 https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html 
4 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35806229 

https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35806229
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rebel forces control two main areas of Syria in the South and in the North, with Kurdish 

forces controlling another good portion to the East.5 Yet, despite territorial defeats, the rebels 

keep on fighting and so does the government, as they are provided with the tools to do so by 

other nations with possible ulterior motives. The Syrian Civil War will continue as long as 

the parties of the conflict remain armed and supported by foreign influences. 

 

Chemical Weapons 

The use of chemical weapons in warfare was settled as a war crime under the Geneva 

protocol of 1925, and has since been reinforced in 1972 and 1993. The former of the two 

required nations to administer its prohibitions by enacting national legislation. The latter 

focused on inhibiting the production, development and stockpiling as well as transfer of any 

chemical weapons.6 The reason for the ban of these weapons lies solely in their effects on 

those they are used against. Nerve agents such as sarin, which has been found regularly used 

in the Syrian Civil War, can cause an extremely prolonged and painful death for those who 

may be contaminated with it. Those who survive, may be left with chronic symptoms such as 

seizures, anxiety and high risk of depression, as the nerve agents affect the central nerve 

system of the body.7 

 The use of chemical weapons in the conflict was first reported in late 2012, though it was 

not investigated by the United Nations until 2013. Chemical weapons have been used by both 

the Syrian government and the Syrian opposition. In late 2013, Syria agreed to dismantle 

their chemical weapons program completely by February 5, as a result of a UN resolution. 

However, by February 13, only 11% of the chemical weapons stockpile had been shipped out 

of the country. The number of reported chemical attacks reached a peak in 2014 with a total 

of 27 incidents over five months.8  

 Some of the most violent instances where chemical weapons have been used include the 

Zamalka attack in 2013, where 734 civilians were killed by the nerve agent sarin, though it 

was not discovered who was responsible. One of the more recent attacks with high casualties 

was the jihadist group Tahrir al-sham’s attack on Khan Shaykhun in 2017, were it is 

estimated around 100 civilians were killed and between 300 and 400 were injured. 

Furthermore, the Syrian Army has also been responsible for several attacks on the city of 

 
5 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crIS-syria-kurds-explainer/where-do-the-kurds-fit-into-syrias-war-

idUSKCN1OX16L 
6 https://www.icrc.org/en/document/chemical-biological-weapons 
7https://www.emedicinehealth.com/chemical_warfare/article_em.htm#mustards_signs_symptoms_diagnosis_and_decontami

nation 
8 https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kurds-explainer/where-do-the-kurds-fit-into-syrias-war-idUSKCN1OX16L
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kurds-explainer/where-do-the-kurds-fit-into-syrias-war-idUSKCN1OX16L
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/chemical-biological-weapons
https://www.emedicinehealth.com/chemical_warfare/article_em.htm#mustards_signs_symptoms_diagnosis_and_decontamination
https://www.emedicinehealth.com/chemical_warfare/article_em.htm#mustards_signs_symptoms_diagnosis_and_decontamination
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html
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Aleppo. In the conflict, chemical weapons are still being used, posing an undeniable threat to 

the lives of innocent civilians, of which the dangerous nerve gases can severely disable. 

 

Main Parties Involved 

Syrian Government 

The Syrian government, led by Bashar al-Assad, has been under immense pressure from 

several foreign leaders to step down, though they have never shown any sign of succumbing 

to this pressure. In the early stages of the conflict, the government escalated the protests 

against the rule of Assad by retaliating with lethal force. They have since been accused of 

several attacks using chemical weapons and while they have formerly admitted to the 

possession of chemical weapons, they now deny any current possession, despite doubts from 

foreign countries and the United Nations.9 Overall, the Syrian Government aims to destroy 

the opposition and rebel groups that have risen against their regime, in the attempt to keep a 

hold on power. 

Syrian National Coalition 

Founded in November of 2012, the SNC is the coalition of opposition groups in the Syrian 

Civil War and also works alongside the Free Syrian Army. Their main aims are replacing the 

Assad government and hold those they believe have wronged the Syrian people accountable. 

While they have participated in talks with foreign nations, they refuse to negotiate with Assad 

or any country that supports him. Furthermore, the coalition has so far been recognised as a 

representative of Syria or of its people by 17 countries, of which the majority are European, 

and by the European Union and the Arab League. 

Russia 

Russia has been present throughout the Syrian Civil War, providing the Assad regime with 

military support by arming and fighting with the Syrian Armed Forces. Russia acts as the 

primary supplier of weaponry to the Syrian military, on account of agreements made in 1956. 

Furthermore, the support of the Russian military proved a turning point in the territorial 

defeat of the Islamic State. One of the presumed motives for their involvement, is the fact that 

 
9https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13276.doc.htm#targetText=The%20Syrian%20Government%20had%20been,in%20its

%20June%202014%20report.&targetText=The%20Syrian%20Army%20did%20not,it%20possess%20them%2C%20he%20

said. 

https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13276.doc.htm#targetText=The%20Syrian%20Government%20had%20been,in%20its%20June%202014%20report.&targetText=The%20Syrian%20Army%20did%20not,it%20possess%20them%2C%20he%20said.
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13276.doc.htm#targetText=The%20Syrian%20Government%20had%20been,in%20its%20June%202014%20report.&targetText=The%20Syrian%20Army%20did%20not,it%20possess%20them%2C%20he%20said.
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13276.doc.htm#targetText=The%20Syrian%20Government%20had%20been,in%20its%20June%202014%20report.&targetText=The%20Syrian%20Army%20did%20not,it%20possess%20them%2C%20he%20said.
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their one and only naval base in the Mediterranean is located in Syria. Efforts of Russian 

intervention in the Syria conflict, have and will allow the conflict to be sustained for years yet 

to come, according to some experts.  

Iran 

As a crucial ally of Iran and one of the few consistent allies since the Islamic revolution in 

1979, the Syrian government has received Iranian support both financially and militarily 

throughout the conflict and has financed the training of thousands of militiamen. Iranian 

forces have participated in air strikes and have on several occasion launched rockets at Israeli 

targets. It is estimated that the Iranian government has spent over $9 billion to support the 

Assad regime in the conflict. 

United States of America 

The consistent reasoning from the United States for intervening in the Syrian conflict, is that 

it means to put an end to IS, though its government has often led peace talks and ceasefires 

between the Syrian regime and the rebel groups. The United States are in support of the rebel 

groups that seek to rise against the Assad regime, and have supplied these groups with arms 

and training. Moreover, its military have actively participated in airstrikes specially in 

fighting off IS. Following the territorial defeat of the group however, the US began 

discussions of withdrawing their soldiers from the conflict, however this has yet to be 

executed, as US presence can still be found in Syria with the intent of putting an end to all 

jihadist groups. 

Turkey 

While initially being against the resignation of President Bashar Assad, Turkey has supplied 

several rebel groups with arms and trained defectors of the Syrian army, with the aims of 

blocking any Syrian Kurdish territorial gains. Many of these groups however included 

terrorist organisations such as al Qaeda and al-Nushra. Turkey has worked alongside the 

United  States in terms of supporting rebel groups and in setting up de-facto safe zones. In 

recent years, some cross-border operations have been conducted by the Turkish military with 

support from the U.S. 
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Saudi Arabia 

As on of the largest suppliers of arms to the rebel groups in Syria, Saudi Arabia has supported 

the efforts made to topple Bashar Assad. However, not unlike Turkey, the Saudi Arabian 

government has also been condemned for supporting many terrorist groups who rebel against 

the Syrian government. The military support of the rebels, increased in 2015, after the 

Russian military intervention in the conflict.10 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

In the early stages of the conflict, the UN Security Council made attempts at handling the 

issue, though not all of their resolutions passed. In late 2011, a resolution that called for the 

immediate end to the crackdown on Assad’s opponents was not passed after China and 

Russia vetoed against it. Once again in February of 2012, the Security Council did not pass a 

resolution that would condemn the actions of the Syrian government after China and Russia 

voted against it. A week later, the General Assembly passed a non-binding resolution, 

supporting the Arab League plan for Assad to resign. It can therefore be said, that some of the 

reasons why these prior attempts at solving the conflict have not been successful, are partly 

due to issue with veto power from nations who support the Syrian regime such as Russia, 

which prevents the UN from condemning the government’s actions and taking preventative 

measures against it. Furthermore, any resolutions that may be passed by the General 

Assembly are not legally binding to towards member states, making change only more 

difficult. 

 In late 2013, the UN Security Council passed the resolution that requires Assad to remove 

all chemical weapons from his arsenal by 5th February the following year 

(https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-

CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2118.pdf). This was passed following an investigation into a 

chemical attack for which Assad was blamed. Despite having agreed to abide by this 

resolution, The Syrian government had only managed to ship out 11% of its chemical 

weapons stockpile by the deadline and both sides of the conflict have since then continued to 

use chemical weapons against each other, though most of these attacks are by the Assad 

regime. In 2015, the Security Council followed up on this issue, again condemning the use of 

chemical weapons in Syria (https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-

 
10https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Support_for_the_Syrian_Ba'athist_governm

ent 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2118.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2118.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2209.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Support_for_the_Syrian_Ba'athist_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Support_for_the_Syrian_Ba'athist_government


  MUNTI 2019 

8 

 

6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2209.pdf) Furthermore, the Security Council 

implemented several cease fires, though not all were successfully kept.11 

Possible Solutions 

The Syrian Civil War has cost the lives of nearly half a million people, and the displacement 

of twelve million. As the conflict progresses, outside influences continue to stoke the fire by 

providing the participants with arms and military support. Therefore, one solution to the 

problem would be to put a halt to the provision of arms to both the Syrian Army and the rebel 

forces. This could help deescalate the conflict and lowering the number of civilian casualties. 

Moreover, further restriction in support given to rebel groups that may be deemed as terrorist 

or extremist organisations would also aid in providing more safety for the civilians in Syria. 

 Meanwhile, the issue of the use of chemical weapons in the crisis must be treated with the 

utmost severity, as the use of such weapons are considered a war crime. Seeing as the Syrian 

government claims to have rid themselves of all chemical weapons following the UN 

resolution in 2013, it might be necessary to conduct another investigation to find out the truth 

of these claims. Should the investigation discover that the Syrian government is still in 

possession of chemical weapons, a new resolution demanding the demilitarisation could be 

drawn up. 
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11https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2209.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/23/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-IS-caliphate
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35806229
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kurds-explainer/where-do-the-kurds-fit-into-syrias-war-idUSKCN1OX16L
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kurds-explainer/where-do-the-kurds-fit-into-syrias-war-idUSKCN1OX16L
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Support_for_the_Syrian_Ba'athist_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Support_for_the_Syrian_Ba'athist_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Use_of_chemical_weapons_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Incidents
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Use_of_chemical_weapons_in_the_Syrian_Civil_War#Incidents
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html
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