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Definitions of Key Terms 

Human rights: Human rights are rights inherent to all human beings, whatever our nationality, 
place of residence, sex, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, language, or any other status. 
We are all equally entitled to our human rights without discrimination. These rights are all 
interrelated, interdependent and indivisible. 

Refugee: someone who has left her or his country or is unable to return to it owing to a well-
founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of particular 
social group or political opinion.  

Islamist: Islamist movements seek to implement a conservative formulation of Islamic law and 
remove Western influences from Muslim society. Islamists usually refer to themselves as Muslims, 
disapproving of the term Islamist. The movements are sometimes controversial among other 
Muslims due to their anti-government and sometimes violent activity. 
 
Sovereignty: The authority of a state to govern itself or another state, also known as the right to 
rule 

 Foreign intervention: refers to the use of the discretionary power of a government in one society 
to address perceived problems in foreign societies. In addressing these problems, foreign 
interventions aim to construct a preferable state of affairs in these societies from the standpoint 
of those intervening. 
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Welcome 

 
Dear Delegates,  

 

First of all, we would like to welcome you to the Human Rights council and thank you for 

participating in the MUN Day 2018 at the United World College Robert Bosch College.  

Our main goal is to engage you in issues currently debated on the international stage, to foster 

serious discussions, and ultimately to further the skills required to reach a compromise and 

build a consensus. It will not be easy since our committee and our topics are designed to 

demonstrate the difficulties of international cooperation, particularly within the strict 

framework of the United Nations Human Rights Council.   

The following pages intend to guide you in the research of the topic that will be debated at 

the UN Human Rights Council. The study guide should provide the basis for your research. 

However, it should not be in any manner the only material you refer to while researching your 

countries and preparing your position papers. We hope that you will find this study helpful 

and present your positions effectively during the sessions.  

Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions regarding your preparation for the 

conference.  

 

We look forward to seeing you at the conference!  

 

Sincerely,  

Ahmed Deeb & Yuxi Zheng   

General Overview 

 
Syria’s civil war has created the worst humanitarian crisis of our time. Half the country’s pre-war 

population — more than 11 million people — have been killed or forced to escape their homes. Anti-

government demonstrations began in March of 2011, part of the Arab Spring. But the peaceful protests 

quickly increased after the government's violent crackdown, and armed opposition groups began 

fighting back.    

 

By July, army defectors had loosely organized the Free Syrian Army and many civilian Syrians took up 

arms to join the opposition. Divisions between secular and religious fighters, and between ethnic 

groups, continue to complicate the politics of the conflict.    
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Nearly eight years since it began, the war has killed more than 480,000 people. Crowded cities have 

been destroyed and horrific human rights violations are widespread. Necessities like food and medical 

care are sparse.   

 

The U.N. estimates that 6.3 million people are internally displaced. When you also consider refugees, 

well over half of the country’s pre-war population of 22 million needs urgent humanitarian assistance, 

whether they still remain in the country or have escaped across the borders.   

  

The situation in Syria went from bad to worse when outside parties became involved in the conflict in 

the fall of 2015. As conflict intensifies, our teams on the ground have seen an increase in the number 

of civilian casualties and families forced to leave their homes in search of safety.  

  

In December 2016, fighting in Aleppo City intensified and the warring parties came to an agreement 

to evacuate East Aleppo. People, including some of our own team members, were forced to flee their 

homes and the city they had lived in all their lives, leaving their belongings behind. We met those who 

made it out with critical supplies in areas of northern Syria. Now, even more Syrians have been 

displaced.  

 

Current Situation 

According to the Report of the Secretary-General from June 2016 human rights violations and 

violations of international humanitarian law continued unabated in the Syrian Arab Republic. Civilians 

continue to be killed and injured in large numbers by air strikes, mortar and artillery fire and by 

improvised explosive devices, such as barrel and car bombs. Syrian security forces continue to detain 

people arbitrarily, regularly subjecting them to ill-treatment and torture, and often disappearing them 

using an extensive network of detention facilities throughout Syria. Detainees are not only young men, 

but also children, women and elderly people. Especially extremist islamist groups like Jabhat al- Nusra 

and ISIS committed systematic rights abuses, including internationally targeting and abducting 

civilians.  

Timeline of Key Events 

Nationwide uprising  

• 2011 July - President Assad sacks the governor of the northern province of Hama after 

mass demonstration there, eventually sending in troops to restore order at the cost of 

scores of lives.  

• 2011 October - New Syrian National Council says it has forged a common front of 

internal and exiled opposition activists.  

• 2011 November - Arab League votes to suspend Syria, accusing it of failing to 

implement an Arab peace plan, and imposes sanctions.  
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• 2012 February - Government steps up the bombardment of Homs and other cities.  

• 2012 March - UN Security Council endorses non-binding peace plan drafted by UN 

envoy Kofi Annan. China and Russia agree to support the plan after an earlier, tougher 

draft is modified.  

• 2012 June - Turkey changes rules of engagement after Syria shoots down a Turkish 

plane, declaring that if Syrian troops approach Turkey's borders they will be seen as a 

military threat.  

• 2012 July - Free Syria Army blows up three security chiefs in Damascus and seizes 

Aleppo in the north.  

• 2012 August - Prime Minister Riad Hijab defects, US President Obama warns that use 

of chemical weapons would tilt the US towards intervention.  

• 2012 October - Fire in Aleppo destroys much of the historic market as fighting and 

bomb attacks continue in various cities.  

• 2012 November - National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces 

formed in Qatar, excludes Islamist militias. Arab League stops short of full recognition.  

• 2012 December - US, Britain, France, Turkey and Gulf states formally recognise 

opposition National Coalition as "legitimate representative" of Syrian people.  

• 2013 January - Syria accuses Israel of bombing military base near Damascus, where 

Hezbollah was suspected of assembling a convoy of anti-aircraft missiles bound for 

Lebanon.  

 

 

 

 

Rise of Islamists  

• 2013 September - UN weapons inspectors conclude that chemical weapons were used 

in an attack on the Ghouta area of Damascus in August that killed about 300 people, 

but do not allocate responsibility. Government allows UN to destroy chemical 

weapons stocks, process complete by June 2014.  

• 2013 December - US and Britain suspend "non-lethal" support for rebels in northern 

Syria after reports that Islamist rebels seized bases of Western-backed Free Syrian 

Army.  

• 2014 January-February - UN-brokered peace talks in Geneva fail, largely because 

Syrian authorities refuse to discuss a transitional government.  
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• 2014 March - Syrian Army and Hezbollah forces recapture Yabroud, the last rebel 

stronghold near the Lebanese border.  

• 2014 June - Islamic State of Iraq and Syria militants declare "caliphate" in territory from 

Aleppo to eastern Iraqi province of Diyala.  

• 2014 September - US and five Arab countries launch air strikes against Islamic State 

around Aleppo and Raqqa.  

• 2015 January - Kurdish forces push Islamic State out of Kobane on Turkish border after 

four months of fighting.  

• 2015 May - Islamic State fighters seize the ancient city of Palmyra in central Syria and 

proceed to destroy many monuments at pre-Islamic World Heritage site.  

Russian intervention  

• 2015 September - Russia carries out its first air strikes in Syria, saying they target the 

Islamic State group, but the West and Syrian opposition say it overwhelmingly targets 

anti-Assad rebels.  

• 2015 December - Syrian Army allows rebels to evacuate remaining area of Homs, 

returning Syria's third-largest city to government control after four years.  

• 2016 March - Syrian government forces retake Palmyra from Islamic State with Russian 

air assistance, only to be driven out again in December.  

• 2016 August - Turkish troops cross into Syria to help rebel groups push back so-called 

Islamic State militants and Kurdish-led rebels from a section of the two countries' 

border.  

• 2016 December - Government troops, backed by Russian air power and Iranian-

sponsored militias, recapture Aleppo, the country's largest city, depriving the rebels of 

their last major urban stronghold.  

• 2017 January - Russia, Iran and Turkey agree to enforce a ceasefire between the 

government and non-Islamist rebels, after talks between the two sides in Kazakhstan.  

US intervenes  

• 2017 April - US President Donald Trump orders a missile attack on an airbase from 

which Syrian government planes allegedly staged a chemical weapons attack on the 

rebel-held town of Khan Sheikhoun.  

• 2017 May - US decides to arm the YPG Kurdish Popular Protection Units. These fight 

alongside the main opposition Syrian Democratic Forces, which captures the 

important Tabqa dam from Islamic State.  

• 2017 June - US shoots down Syrian fighter jet near Raqqa after it allegedly dropped 

bombs near US-backed rebel Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF).  
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• 2017 July - The Lebanese militant group Hezbollah and the Syrian army launch a 

military operation to dislodge jihadist groups from the Arsal area, near the Lebanese-

Syrian border.  

• 2017 October - The Islamic State group is driven from Raqqa, its de-facto capital in 

Syria.  

• 2017 November - Syrian army takes full control of Deir al-Zour from Islamic State. 

Syrian and Iraqi forces put IS under pressure in the dwindling areas still under its 

control.  

• 2017 December - Russian President Putin visits, declaring mission accomplished for his 

forces in the battle against Islamic State.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The importance of Syria 

Syria’s geographical position at the heart of the Levant and its fiercely independent foreign policy make 

it a pivotal country in the eastern part of the Arab world. A close ally of Iran and Russia, Syria has been 

in conflict with Israel since the creation of the Jewish state in 1948, and has sponsored various 

Palestinian resistance groups. Part of Syria’s territory, the Golan Heights, is under Israeli occupation.   

Syria is also a religiously mixed society and the increasingly sectarian nature of violence in some areas 

of the country has contributed to the wider Sunni-Shiite tension in the Middle East. International 

community fears that the conflict could spill over the border to affect the neighbouring Lebanon, Iraq, 
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Turkey and Jordan, creating a regional disaster. For these reasons, global powers such as the US, 

European Union and Russia all play a role in the Syrian civil war.  

The importance of Syria is not because of the resources it has, but because of the countries that 

borders it. The Middle East is the oil production giant and is a sensitive spot for foreign intervention. 

The addition of a foreign power may allow the war to spill over into neighbouring countries, inciting a 

deadly Middle Eastern war that would be devastating for many countries that are dependent on oil 

from Middle East. Syria not only lies between the oil producing giants but is very close to the giant 

continent of Africa which is rocked by hunger, poverty, diseases and ill governance in most part of it. 

A continent like Africa is more susceptible to war if the conflict within Syria crosses the border. With 

its growing purchasing of the countries of Africa, it is turning out to be an important market and most 

of the developed countries wouldn't want any conflict in the potential market of most companies that 

run the economy of these developed countries.  

 
The Humanitarian situation in Syria 

Humanitarian needs in Syria have increased twelvefold since the beginning of the crisis, with 12.21 

million in need of humanitarian assistance, including 7.6 million internally displaced people and more 

than 5.6 million children in need of assistance. An estimated 4.8 million people are in need of 

humanitarian assistance in hard to reach areas and locations. Humanitarian needs in Syria have 

reached a record high, and the coping mechanisms of Internally Displaced People (IDPs) and host 

communities are all but exhausted. An estimated 9.8 million people are considered food insecure, 

including 6.8 million in high priority districts. Meanwhile, 11.6 million people are in urgent need of 

access to clean water and sanitation. Water availability has decreased to less than 50 percent of its 



The human rights situation in Syria Arab Republic 

 

- 9 - 

pre-crisis levels. More than half of Syria’s hospitals have been destroyed or badly damaged and, today, 

it is estimated that only 43 percent of hospitals are fully functional. An estimated 1,480 women give 

birth in dire conditions every day due to the weakening of the healthcare system, and outbreaks of 

communicable and vaccine-preventable diseases (including polio and measles) have increased.   

Syria's development situation has regressed almost by four decades. Four out of five Syrians now live 

in poverty. Since the crisis began in 2011, life expectancy among Syrians has dropped by more than 20 

years, while school attendance has dropped over 50 per cent, with more than 2 million children now 

out of school. Syria has also seen reversals in all 12 Millennium Development Goal indicators. The 

Syrian economy has contracted by an estimated 40 per cent since 2011, leading to the majority of 

Syrians losing their livelihoods. It is increasingly difficult for Syrians to find safety, including by seeking 

asylum. These difficulties have resulted in a marked decline in the number of newly arriving registered 

refugees and in their ability to access international protection.  

 
 
Refugees and Human Rights 

An estimated 11 million Syrians have fled their homes since the outbreak of the civil war in March 

2011. Now, in the sixth year of war, 13.5 million are in need of humanitarian assistance within the 

country. Among those escaping the conflict, the majority have sought refuge in neighbouring countries 

or within Syria itself. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 4.8 

million have fled to Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq, and 6.6 million are internally displaced 

within Syria. Meanwhile about one million have requested asylum to Europe. Germany, with more 

than 300,000 cumulated applications, and Sweden with 100,000, are EU’s top receiving countries.   
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Some Syrians know people in neighbouring countries who they can stay with. But many host families 

were already struggling on meagre incomes and do not have the room or finances to help as the crisis 

drags on.   

Refugees find shelter wherever they can. There are many families living in rooms with no heat or 

running water, in abandoned chicken coops and in storage sheds.   

The lack of clean water and sanitation in crowded, makeshift settlements is an urgent concern. 

Diseases like cholera and polio can easily spread — even more life-threatening without enough medical 

services. In some areas with the largest refugee populations, water shortages have reached emergency 

levels; the supply is as low as 30 litters per person per day — one-tenth of what the average American 

uses.   

 According to the humanitarian 

needs overview for 2016, almost 1 

in 5 of the 272 sub districts in the 

country reported severe problems 

with sexual and gender-based 

violence. There is significant   

underreporting of violations of the 

human rights of women, 

especially with regard to sexual 

and gender-based violence, owing 

to cultural norms, stigma and 

threats against survivors.   

 

 

 

Women and girls continue to be particularly affected by radical religious law implemented by armed 

groups including, but not limited to, ISIS in areas under their control. That includes the public 

humiliation of women not abiding by radical dress codes and restriction on their freedom of 

movement, association and expression. Women deemed to have violated such rules are subject to 

inhuman and degrading treatment.   

The conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic continues to result in high levels of violations affecting children. 

The OHCHR and UNICEF report constantly new cases of killed or injured children. There are also 

numerous cases of arrest and detention of children by government forces. Rape and other forms of 

sexual violence remained severely underreported. That is partly due to fear of reprisals, stigmatization 

and the lack of safe and confidential response services.   
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The position of the country  

The Arab League, the European Union, UN Secretary-General. Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United 

States have condemned the violence against the protesters, among others.   

In September 2016, the EU High Commissioner made a statement at the 33rd Session of the United 

Nations Human Rights Council: '' […] The world is facing a major challenge in responding to the global 

crisis caused by unprecedented mixed migratory flows of people who often undertake a very 

dangerous journey in the hands of traffickers and smugglers. The EU remains fully committed to 

refugee protection, the human rights of migrants and addressing the root causes of irregular and 

forced migration. It is crucial to step up cooperation between countries of origin, transit and 

destination in order to address these challenges in an effective and efficient way. It is also important 

to promote the universal ratification and effective implementation of the UN convention against 

transnational organized crimes and its protocols […]''.   

The countries that are supporting the Assad Regime include the Russian Federation, Iran, the Lebanese 

Hezbollah and several other countries, which are backing Syria only because of their strategic ties with 

Russia. China and the Russian Federation attracted significant criticism from Arab and Western leaders 

for their economic, political and military ties to Syria, and because they vetoed three UN Security 

Council resolutions which had included language citing the responsibility of the Assad government. 

This had the consequence that Russia narrowly lost its seat on the Human Rights Council.   

As the conflict wears on, without distinctive action from international organizations, several national 

actors have also increased their support to the Syrian opposition politically, economically and militarily. 

The Free Syrian Army received a steady stream of non-military assistance and then non-lethal military 

equipment and funding from several governments, including the United States, United Kingdom, 

Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar.  

Additional Resources 
• The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR): 

- Syrian Arab Republic: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/MENARegion/Pages/SYIndex.aspx  

- Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/IICISyria/Pages/Documentation.aspx  

• Situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic. Report of the Secretary – General: 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/N1616495.pdf 

• Syria Crisis common context analysis from UN office for the coordination for humanitarian 

affairs: 

http://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/Syria%20Crisis%20Common%20Context%20

Analysis_June%202014.pdf 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/MENARegion/Pages/SYIndex.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/IICISyria/Pages/Documentation.aspx
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/N1616495.pdf
http://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/Syria%20Crisis%20Common%20Context%20Analysis_June%202014.pdf
http://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/Syria%20Crisis%20Common%20Context%20Analysis_June%202014.pdf
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• Quick facts: What you need to know about the Syria crisis: 

https://www.mercycorps.org/articles/iraq-jordan-lebanon-syria-turkey/quick-facts-what-

you-need-know-about-syria-crisis  

• Why Syria is so important: 

- https://news-decoder.com/2015/10/why-syria-is-so-important2/  

- http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/why-syria-is-important  

• The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights all rights reserved: http://syriahr.com/en/   

• Human rights violations in Syria: http://www.iamsyria.org/human-rights-violations.html  

• The Syrian refugee crisis and its repercussions for the EU: http://syrianrefugees.eu/  

• Syria profile – Timeline: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703995  

 

https://www.mercycorps.org/articles/iraq-jordan-lebanon-syria-turkey/quick-facts-what-you-need-know-about-syria-crisis
https://www.mercycorps.org/articles/iraq-jordan-lebanon-syria-turkey/quick-facts-what-you-need-know-about-syria-crisis
https://news-decoder.com/2015/10/why-syria-is-so-important2/
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/why-syria-is-important
http://syriahr.com/en/
http://www.iamsyria.org/human-rights-violations.html
http://syrianrefugees.eu/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703995

