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Summary

Syria is in the middle of civil war since
March, 2011. Recent reports of use
of chemical weapons in Syria and US
President Barack Obama’s official
statement on this issue has given a
new turn to the Syrian conflict.
Chemical Weapons (CW) usage and
geopolitics of global interests
complicate the issue. Acheiving a
sustainable solution will require
serious and sustained efforts on part
of all the actors involved in Syria.

Country Profile

US President Barack Obama’s April 30,
2013 statement that the US would “...take
military action against Syria if hard, effective
evidence is found of use of chemical weapons
and if Syria crosses the chemical weapons
red line” has received global attention.! The
Syrian civil war started in March 2011,
initially with antigovernment street protests
inspired by Arab spring in Tunisia, Egypt and
Libya. However, it converted into more
formal protests when the opposition took
part in long uprising against the Ba’ath
regime of President Basher Al-Assad in
2011-12.2 Since then, more than 70,000
people have been killed and around one
million Syrians are living in refugee camps
in different neighboring countries.? Syrian
government has opposed foreign
intervention in civil war and in the
investigations of chemical weapons.

Recent reports on the alleged small-scale use
of chemical weapons in Syrian war have
given birth to speculations about the
possibility of its use in the ongoing war. As of
now, which side used these weapons is not
clear as both are blaming each other for this.
It was reported for the first time in
December 2012 that chemical weapons were
used in Syrian cities of Homs and Aleppo.
Allegedly, the largest use of chemical
weapons took place on March 19,2013 in the
area of Khan al-Asal, in which about 40
people were killed and more than 300
admitted for symptoms.+ However, doubts
persist due to lack of verifiable evidence on
chemical weapons usage. Experts say that
allegations of chemical warfare are based on
two types of evidence; video footage of
alleged chemical attacks in Syrian hospitals
and the soil and human tissue samples taken
out of Syria and analysed by labs in the
United States and Britain.> While there are
doubts about the reliability of the samples,
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the US Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel has
recently confirmed that there is some degree
evidence of chemical weapons use.®

Officially, the Syrian government had never
accepted possessing chemical weapons until
July, 2012, when the spokesman of Syria’s
foreign ministry said, “Any stocks of
(weapons of mass destruction) or any
unconventional weapon that the Syrian Arab
Republic possesses would never be used
against civilians or against the Syrian people
during this crisis at any circumstance, no
matter how the crisis would evolve™. It must
be noted that Syria has neither signed
the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC)"
nor ratified the Biological and Toxin
Weapons Convention (BTWC) ™ and has
never made a formal declaration of its stock.®
Syria is widely believed to possess large
quantities of the highly toxic mustard gas and
Sarin nerve agent and it is believed that
Syria has attempted to develop more toxic
and persistent agents such as VX gas.o It was
reported that poisonous gas Sarin was used
on small scale in recent attacks in Syria.
Patients had respiratory and neurological
symptoms - respiratory, including shortness
of breath, bronchospasm, a lot of secretion
and respiratory failure requiring mechanical
ventilation, and some neurological
symptoms, confusion, and convulsions. Some
of the victims reportedly went into coma.*°

After the reports of chemical weapons attack
in Syria, opposition forces in Syria and some
Western countries blamed Assad
government for attacks even as the Syrian
government continued blaming rebels for
these incidences. International bodies
investigating the matter are also somewhat
influenced by the ongoing political blame
game; earlier, the UN independent
commission of inquiry had denied Assad
government’s involvement in chemical
attack by saying that ‘its not Syrian

government but the rebels who used
chemical weapons’. However, the very next
day, UN commission changed the statement
and said that it had “no conclusive proof that
opposition rebel forces in the country had
used the deadly nerve agent sarin”. The US
doubted this claim and said, “Any chemical
weapon use that has taken place in Syria was
done by the Assad regime and that remains
its position™s. It is important to note that
some western and middle-east countries are
supporting the rebels and providing them
weapons. On the other hand, countries like
Russia, Iran and China continue supporting
to Basher’s Government.

The involvement of militant groups in Syrian
conflict and the associated fear of the spread
of lethal weapons to al- Qaeda make the
situation extremely complicated as well as
volatile. Israel’s willingness to use force, like
the recent air attack on the Syrian military
research center to stop weapon supply to
Lebanon based militant group Hezbollah, on
one hand and Iran’s support and weapons
supply to Hezbollah via Syria further
compounds the situation. While the global
powers jostle to prioritise their interests, with
every passing day the toll of civilians deaths
in Syria is mounting.
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