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Introduction  
The Situation in the Middle East is dominated by two separate but interconnected topics: The Syrian Civil 
War and the threat of the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). International actions on either front 
will affect the other, and the geopolitical challenges that affect the region generally, and the Syrian Civil 
War specifically, a more-unified effort against ISIL. The complexities of the Syrian Civil War have been 
compounded and complicated by the presence of ISIL and other anti-Assad factions in Syria.  
 
The Syrian Civil War 
Bashar al-Assad assumed the presidency of Syria in January 2000. Assad is also the commander-in-chief 
of the Syrian Armed Forces and the General Secretary of the Arab Ba’ath political party. Assad was once 
welcomed as a reformer in the region, although those hopes have all but vanished since 2002.  
 
As part of the Arab Spring movement in 2011, civilian protesters advocated for a variety of democratic 
and social reforms including equality for the Kurdish population, the introduction of opposition political 
parties and freedom of the press. Several days after the protests began, government forces opened fire on 
protesters in Deraa, where the movement started. The Assad regime made some small peacemaking 
gestures in the spring, but pressure on the Assad regime intensified and violence spread. The protest 
movement spread to many of Syria’s major cities, including Homs, Aleppo and Damascus.  
 
In 2012, the United Nations and the Arab League sent Kofi Annan as a Special Envoy to Syria. A six-
point peace plan was announced and accepted by Assad but rejected by the opposition groups that lacked 
coordinated leadership. In April 2012, the Security Council passed Resolution 2043 to form the United 
Nations Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMIS) to monitor the end of violence and implement the 6-
point peace plan. Syria did not cooperate with the mission, and the resolution expired on August 19th, 
2012. Over time, the regime’s response has been increasingly brutal and particularly devastating to Syrian 
civilians.  
 
The effects of years of near constant violence have made the Syrian humanitarian situation particularly 
terrible. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights estimates that more than 465,000 Syrians have died 
and more than 12 million have been displaced as a result of the conflict. The rising numbers of refugees 
and internally-displaced persons have placed pressure not only on Syria but also on neighboring 
countries and countries throughout Europe. The few humanitarian aid groups and non-governmental 
organizations operating in Syria report terrible conditions related to medical care and basic needs.  
 
Under the Obama administration, the United States stated that defeating ISIL was the highest priority in 
the Middle East and it would not make regime change in Syria one of its goals. Then, in March 2017, 
under president Donald Trump, and following evidence that Syrian government forces used chemical 
weapons against civilians, the United States launched 59 Tomahawk missiles toward an airfield in Syria, 
the first direct attack on Assad’s regime by US forces.  
 
The Security Council has been limited under the persistent threat of Russian or Chinese veto. As of 
August 2017, Russia has vetoed eight resolutions on Syria; and China six. Even efforts to ensure 
humanitarian aid in Syria are blocked by complicated geopolitical relationships. 



 
The Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) 
The consequences of the 2003 United States invasion of Iraq can still be seen today in the Middle East. 
Following the end of Saddam Hussein’s regime, a movement took hold in the region. This movement 
would eventually become al-Queda in Iraq (AQI) under the leadership of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.  
 
Over the summer of 2010, the new leader of AQI, Abu Bakr al-Bagh-dadi, worked to replace the 
organization’s leadership, as the US and its partners decreased their military presence and prepared to 
leave Iraq. After December 2011, AQI became aggressive again. There was an internal struggle that gave 
AQI the chance to expand into Syria. Al-Baghdadi renamed AQI, calling the organization the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). The organization is also known as ISIS (Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria).  
 
There was high tensions in the Iraqi government, ISIL moved to Mosul and began working to take power 
and land. On 10 June 2014, ISIL seized Mosul, Iraq. ISIL declared itself a caliphate on 29 June, claiming 
exclusive political and theological authority over the world’s Muslim population. Additionally, ISIL has 
worked to establish state institutions, such as a Council of Ministers, and to recruit additional forces 
internationally through social media and international media coverage.  
 
The United States and its allies began airstrikes against ISIL territory in the fall of 2014, with minimal 
success. On 12 February 2015, the Security Council passed Resolution 2199 disapproving trade with 
terrorist groups and the paying of hostage ransom fees. Late in 2015, Russia announced it would begin 
airstrikes, supposedly contributing to the fight against ISIS, but Russia targeted anti-Assad opposition 
groups more broadly, suggesting to the international community that Russia’s primary interest was in 
supporting the Assad regime, rather than in defeating ISIL. In 2016 and early 2017, the anti-ISIL coalition 
made substantial gains in re-taking territory, both in Syria and Iraq—with the Assad regime military. 
 
Throughout 2016 and the beginning of 2017, ISIL began to take credit for a number of attacks outside of 
Iraq and Syria. For the most part, these attacks appear to be planned by independent local or homegrown 
terrorists (rather than centrally planned or financed by ISIL); it is only after an attack is carried out that 
ISIL leadership claims responsibility for the attacks. This chain of events represents a major departure 
from the methods of typical terrorist organizations, and it is of great concern to governments around the 
world. The fully-decentralized and uncoordinated nature of the planning and execution of attacks means 
traditional counter-terrorism approaches are less successful.  
 
What to do now? 
Tensions are high in the Middle East and the Security Council is needed to reach a settlement to finally 
bring about peace. Although ISIL is losing control of land, they are not completely diminished. Syria is 
still responding with military actions and not following humanitarian law. According to the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 4.8 million have fled to neighboring countries, 6.6 
million are internally displaced within Syria and 1 million have requested asylum to Europe. As of the 
first weeks of January 2018, there are still airstrikes killing many civilians. As the Security Council, what 
should be done in order to protect the safety of citizens of Syria and prevent the terror faced in the Middle 
East and around the world?  
 
Key terms to know 

● Geopolitical- politics, especially international relations, as influenced by geographical factors	
● Opposition- Opposed to the one in office	
● Special Envoy- Senior United Nations official appointed to deal with a set of specific issues	
● Displaced- forced to leave their home	



● Internally Displaced persons (IDP)- IDP is someone who is forced to flee his or her home but 
remains within his or her country’s borders.	

● Regime- government, especially an authoritarian one	
● Veto- A constitutional right to reject a decision or proposal 	
● 2003 invasion of Iraq- The United States invaded Iraq to end the rule of Saddam Hussein.	
● Caliphate- Leader of the entire Muslim community 	

 
Things to consider:  

● How did this conflict begin? 
● Is this a new conflict or a re-ignition of a previous conflict? 
● How have similar situations and conflicts been peacefully resolved? 
● What State and regional actors are involved in this conflict? 
● If there are non-State actors involved in a conflict, are there any States supporting them? If so, 

which ones? 
 
For further research 

● Syria’s civil war explained from the beginning. http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/syria-
civil-war-explained-160505084119966.html  

● Who is fighting in the Syrian War? http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/16979186  
● Understanding land control in Iraq and Syria. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-

27838034  
● ISIS is losing is power, but what is left of them? http://abcnews.go.com/International/isis-

fighters-flee-west-damascus-us-led-coalition/story?id=52014579  
 
 
Additional research suggestion: Try searching in the News tab on Google for your assigned country and 
“situation in the Middle East”, “war in Syria”, “fight against ISIS” 
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