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Abstract

Since 2011, Syria has faced protests, upheaval, and civil war. During this long crisis, both state and non-
state actors have continuously attempted to exploit the situation to further their own interests. Since then, the
civil war that resulted has led to widespread destruction, mass casualties, and extensive suffering among
non-combatants who continue to live under daily threats related to the conflict. This paper examines the
current conflict in Syria using news reports and documentaries with an aim to analyze how treaties and
conventions of international law are being ignored on the ground regarding the protection of civilians. In the
process of doing so, this paper will present evident violations committed by the combatants of state and non-
state forces. In addition, the strategic interests of international actors are discussed to the degree they present
hurdles for the implementation of the protection of civilians in line with international humanitarian law.
Moreover, it will demonstrate how international institutions have been unable to alleviate the suffering of
the local population. We conclude with an examination of the role of international institutions and
international actors in terms of their efforts to resolve the crisis.

Keywords: International Law; Humanitarian Law; Human Rights Violations; Non-Combatants; Civil War;
Syrian Crisis.

1. Introduction:

The civil war in Syrian has now lasted for more than ten years and a concrete solution to the conflict has yet
to be put forth by the international community, in large part due to the varied interests a number of states
have in the outcome of the conflict. The Syrian Shia government is supported by Russia and Iran, whereas
the opposition is backed by Turkey, a number of Western Powers, and Gulf states. In terms of Russian
interests, Syria is an important ally and the location of its only remaining naval facility in the Mediterranean,
at Tartus. Over the conflict, Russia has provided significant military support as well as conducted airstrikes
on the Syrian regime’s behalf. Iran considers Syria an important Shia partner in the region, a strategic
relationship that extends back to the time of the Iran-Irag War when Syria sided with it against Irag. Since
the start of the conflict, Iran has pledged billions of dollars in support of the regime, in order to help keep
President al-Assad in power. In addition, there have been a number of Shia non-state actors who mobilized
to fight alongside the military against rebel forces and strongholds. Standing against these forces are western
states like the United Kingdom, United States, and France, all of whom have provided some degree of
support to rebel forces. Syria’s neighbour Turkey has also intervened in support of rebel forces, while also
capturing areas of the northern border region of the country. Lastly, support from Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf states has been provided to the opposition in an effort to counter the influence of Iran in the region.
With all these contrarian interests in the outcome of the Syrian civil war, it is hardly surprising that the
conflict has dragged on as long as it has.

6649 International Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities Invention, vol. 8, Issue 10, October, 2021



Ahmed Alameldeen et./al Violations of International Humanitarian Law: Threats to Non-combatants in the Syrian Crises,
2011-2020

While this civil war continues, however, it is the civilian popular that continues to suffer the most, all the
while hoping desperately for a peaceful resolution of the conflict. The lack of significant solutions and
positive actions on the ground in Syria, neither by the United Nations (UN) nor by the international
community as a whole, has allowed for violations of international humanitarian law to occur leading to the
deaths of at least 100,000 people and the internal displacement of 6.5 million (UNOCHA, 2014) and a
further 2.7 million people have fled to take refuge in neighbouring states (UNHCR, 2014) within the first
few years of the conflict. In the face of no real progress being made to bring the conflict to a conclusion,
these totals have ballooned to at least 400,000 dead, 5.6 million having fled the country, and more than 6.6
million are now internally displaced (UNHRC, 2021). As the civil war rages on, and the lack of respect of
international humanitarian law continues, we can expect these numbers to continue to grow.

In this paper, we examine reports and media stories on the Syrian internal conflict to demonstrate the degree
that those engaged in the conflict on the ground have violated international humanitarian law. Moreover,
these violations of international law, including against international humanitarian law (IHL), international
human rights law (IHRL), international refugee law (IRL), and international criminal law (ICL), will show
support for our argument that not only is the Syrian government and its allies are to blame for these abuses,
but their non-state opponents have engaged in such violations as well. In the pages to follow, we begin by
presenting a summary of international law as it applies to civilians in conflict. From there, we present an
overview of the conflict and cite specific examples of how international law has been violated by the various
sides. We conclude with major takeaways and a discussion of the future of international humanitarian law in
Syria.

2.International Humanitarian Law and the Conduct of War

There are number of important sources of international human rights law concerning the treatment of
civilians during times of war. In general, modern international human rights are based in large part on the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948
(OHCHR 1948). The UDHR outlines basic levels of civil, politics, economic, social and cultural rights that
all human beings should be granted, and over time has been accepted as the source of fundamental norms
concerning international human rights. Regarding times of conflict, the Geneva Conventions of 1949,
especially Article 55 which covers the duties of an occupying power to provide food and medical supplies to
the population if the stores there are inadequate, is one of the first international law conventions we will
show has been violated by the actors engaged in the Syrian civil war. In addition, the customary
international law Rules 53 to 56, which forbids the use of famine and the cutting off of relief supplies as a
war strategy (Henckaerts, 2006), is another area in which violations have occurred.

The customary rules of international humanitarian law also apply to the treatment of particular groups and
structures during an armed conflict, such as aid workers and their convoys, medical staff and the sites of
healthcare services, religious officials and places of worship, news correspondents, and any structures
related to education and civilization (see Rules 25 to 45 in Henckaerts, 2006). All those who fall under the
umbrella of these protections should be treated as non-combatants and not subject to harm. Yet, during the
course of the conflict in Syria, these protections have been violated again and again.

In addition, international humanitarian law has been put in place for the sake of safeguarding civilians.
According to Henckaerts (2006), to do this effectively there is an initial focus on the differentiation between
a fighter and a civilian, as well as structures associated with them. Civilians, as such, are defined as:

“Any person who is not a combatant. When civilians take a direct part in the fighting, they lose their
protection from attack. (When there is any doubt about a person’s status, he or she shall be
considered to be a civilian)” (ICRC, 2009).

This means that any offensive strike, whether it is random or specifically aimed at civilians and their
structures, is completely forbidden. Moreover, any strike targeted against military structures should be
proceeded by general warning to the surrounding civilian population, so that the civilians might take
precautions to save their lives (see Rules 1 to 24). Any violation of these rules is considered a violation of
IHL.
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Tied in with this is the particular attention devoted to the protection of women and children, as they are often
the most vulnerable population in wartime. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (1989) was
made in order to promote the rights of children in an attempt to protect them from harm in times of war.
When combined with Article 25 of the UDHR (1948), which states that mothers and children are entitled to
special care and assistance, the general status of women and children in a warzone should be a priority.
Given that Syria is one of the state parties that has signed on to the CRC, any violations that occur by the
acts of state forces open it up to investigation by the International Criminal Court (ICC). In addition, there
are specific laws for the protection of refugees, enshrined in Article 33 of the Convention and Protocol
Relating to the Status of Refugees, which states there is a prohibition of expulsion or return (refoulement) to
the conflict zone from which they have fled. Specifically, no refugee would be returned to the frontiers of
territories in which their lives or freedom might be under threat as a result of their race, religion, nationality,
membership in a specific social group, or the holding of certain political opinions (UNHCR 2010).

In addition to the general rights outlined in the UHR and the specific conventions and rules set out to protect
non-combatants and civilians in times of war, there are also international laws set out to preclude certain
conflict activities. Foremost among these is the forbidding of certain types of weapons, such as those that are
chemical, biological, poisonous, or incendiary in nature (Henckaerts, 2006). Although it can be argued the
Syrian government is not a signatory for this convention, the use of such weapons still constitutes a war
crime. According to international criminal law, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC,
1998) includes a clause in the Rome Statute (Article 87, 5 (b)) that states:
“Where a State not a party to this Statute, which has entered into an ad hoc arrangement or an
agreement with the Court, fails to cooperate with requests under any such arrangement or agreement,
the Court may so inform the Assembly of States Parties or, where the Security Council referred the
matter to the Court, the Security Council (ICC, 1998).”
Essentially, this indicates that should information or evidence come to light of violations to the conduct of
war with forbidden weapons, the ICC might inform the UNGA and UNSC that they might take direct
actions against the party conducting the violations.

Related to rules discouraging the use of forbidden weapons, there are also efforts to protect prisoners of war
from indignities and torture, such as cruel and inhumane punishment or outrages on the personal dignity of
the individual (Henckaerts, 2006; OHCHR, 1948). Even though all these laws have been passed, have they
actually be adhered to? Not in the case of the Syrian Civil War. Unfortunately, as will be gone into greater
detail below, each of these protections has been violated to some degree in the past decade of the Syrian
Civil War.

3.The Syrian Civil War

One of the most violent conflicts in the twenty-first century, the Syrian conflict started when anti-
government protests that started peacefully in 2011 were met with violence by the regime. In the following
weeks and months, protests spread across all of Syria, culminating in demands for Bashar al-Assad to
relinquish his power (Wimmen 2016). When al-Assad refused to acquiesce to these demands, a group of
Army defectors soon organized as the Free Syrian Army (FSA) to begin launching attacks against
government forces (Holliday 2011). Due to these events, the ICRC (2012) initially declared the situation on
the ground as a Non-international armed conflict (NIAC), that is violent armed contention between the
government and armed non-state actors within the country’s borders (IHL 2006). Since then, the conflict has
continued to expand with additional state and non-state actors getting involved. Russia and Iran have entered
into the conflict on the side of the Syrian regime, while the US, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey have
all supported the side of the rebels to varying degrees. There have even been a number of non-state actors
that have entered into the conflict, either on the side of the regime as is the case for Hezbollah, the side of
the rebels as it the case of Kurdish forces, or against all sides like Islamic state.
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Since the beginning of the conflict, significant amounts of infrastructure in the country have been destroyed.
A UN satellite analysis (UN 2021) has suggested that almost 35,000 structures have been destroyed in
Aleppo alone prior to the recapture of the city by government forces in 2016. Overall, reports suggest that
13.4 million people in Syria need humanitarian assistance and more than 12 million people are struggling to
get enough food to survive (BBC, 2021). According to international humanitarian law and the law of armed
conflict (ICRC 2004), conflicts like the one currently occurring in Syria are bound by a set of laws and rules
to protect those who are not involved in waging the conflict. Despite what these international laws and rules
set out to protect, the fact remains that there have been extensive violations of human rights in Syria over the
course of the conflict. Though it is impossible to cover all the violations here, in the pages to follow we
present a wide range of human rights violations that demonstrate that all sides of the civil war, at one time or
another, have engaged in violations of human rights law over the course of the conflict.

4. International Humanitarian and Human Rights Law Violations

Since the start of the conflict, the Syrian government and its allies have engaged in a wide range of human
rights abuses despite the protections offered to civilians and captured combatants under international law. So
prevalent have these abuses been that a complete accounting will be impossible here. As such, a number of
violations will presented demonstrating the range of abuses committed and the general timeframe in which
they have occurred.

Near the start of the conflict, government forces utilized caterpillar heavy machinery to demolish civilian
housing in certain areas, directly contributing to deaths and displacements of the population (Oweis, 2012).
Beyond the use of heavy machinery, government forces have also been reported to have used bomb barrels
dropped from helicopters, such as when they did so for five consecutive days over part of the city of Aleppo,
even while the Geneva Il Peace Conference on Syria was occurring in February of 2014 (Alarabiya, 2014).
Ole Solvang from the Human Rights Watch reported that bakeries, which are considered a civilian structure,
were targeted and attacked randomly by the government via bombs and guns, resulting in the death and
injury of civilians very early in the conflict (Huffington, 2012b). These actions, and actions like them,
indicate contempt for the progress of peace talks in the situation on the ground, as the destruction of civilian
infrastructure accelerated over the course of the conflict. This is a clear violation of international law (see
Article 53 of the 1949 Geneva Convention 1V). Again, though Syria has not ratified the Additional Protocol
Il that applies to the protection of victims of non-international armed conflicts (ICRC, 1977), and as such
there are some difficulties in legally applying the four Geneva conventions to a NIAC, the fact remains that
customary international humanitarian law and Common Article 3 can apply to the forces affiliated with the
Syrian government.

Another set of violations have occurred regarding healthcare services in Syria by the regime as well. In
2019-2020, the UN Human Rights Council (OHCHR 2020) stated that pro-government forces have repeated
attacked medical facilities and medical personnel. Due to these actions, more than 16,000 doctors have fled
the country, and even those that are left often are in hiding (Sparrow 2013). Worse for those that remain,
assassinations of those simply doing there jobs, or the threat of being killed by Syrian military snipers or
gunned down at checkpoints remains (Sparrow 2013). Compared to the scale of these actions, armed
opposition groups, including ISIL, are only estimated as having killed 27 medical personal as of 2016 (Taub
2016).

Human rights abuses through torture and sexual assault have also been reported in abundance over the
duration of the conflict by Syrian government forces. Records were leaked by a soldier dissident from the
Syrian army who worked discreetly with armed non-state actors that showed proof that the Syrian army
participated in “executing” and “torturing” of prisoners by electric shocks or hanging from their necks with
photographic proof (Black, 2014a). Early in the conflict, a news report from the Wall Street Journal also
revealed how the Syrian army violated the CRC by committing acts of imperious arrest, humiliation, and
sexual assault (Lauria, 2011), and that minors were arrested and sent to prison, while also being prevented
access to healthcare services (Head, 2012). The Human Rights Watch has collaborated reports that sexual
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crimes have been committed by Syrian government forces (Solvang, 2012, p.26-28). Even fleeing to
neighboring Turkey was not enough to avoid the threat of rape, as refugees who successfully made it
reported that more than 400 women had been sexually abused by Syrian army soldiers in 2011 (Abouzeid,
2011). In response to these acts, the Norwegian Foreign Minister of the time angrily declared that the rapes
that had been so prevalent in the Bosnian War were repeating themselves in Syria (Brinkley, 2013). Women
who are pregnant are also the subject of abuse and murder by Syrian government forces. By 2013, it was
reported that such pregnant women were shot by government hunters (Bannerman, 2013; Alarabiya, 2013a),
while on other occasions women were used as hostages to force the other side to free their prisoners or take
force enemy combatants that were relatives of the hostages to surrender to Syrian government forces
(Alarabiya, 2013b).

There have even been conduct of war violations in the form of the use of prohibited weapons, specifically
chemical weapons. Bombs that cause incineration and burns had been used on a children’s school in Aleppo,
evidence emerging after the fact indicating their use through distinctive injuries to the civilians and the
structure (HRW, 2013). A few days later in Damascus, MSF said that thousands of patients in hospitals there
were being treated for neurotoxicity, symptoms indicative of poison gas attacks (Guardian, 2013). In
response, the UN sent investigators to determine if prohibited weapons had indeed been used by Syrian
government forces (UN, 2013) which was later found to be the case (UNODA 2013). Further collaboration
later revealed that the two opposition-controlled areas around Damascus had been struck by rockets
containing sarin, leading to the deaths of between 281 (MFAID, 2013) and 1729 people (Daily Star, 2013).
Based on the calculated trajectories of the rockets flights, the Human Rights Watch determined that they
could only have been launched from the state military base on Mount Oasioun, the main staging area for the
Republican Guard 104™ Brigade (BBC 2013). Those who have dismissed pursuing charges against the
perpetrators of these heinous attacks point to the fact that, even though customary law prohibits the use of
these weapons (Henckarts, 2006), because Syria is not a signatory of the Chemical Weapons Convention
(1993) no legal action can be taken against the Syrian government forces that carried out the attack.

At this point it should also be noted that accusations of war crimes and human rights violations have been
directed to the Syrian government’s allies as well. Russia itself, the greatest supporter of al-Assad, has been
alleged to have been responsible for a range of war crimes and human rights violations over the course of
the conflict, ranging from conducting attacks on hospitals and rescue workers (Tomkiw, 2016; USA Today,
2016; Yeung, 2016), the use of cluster munitions in clear violation of the UN resolution 2139 (HRW 2016),
the use of white phosphorus munitions that have burned civilians to death (Brookings, 2015; IBT, 2016) and
even targeted airstrikes on densely populated civilian zones (Amnesty International, 2016; Edward, 2016;
NYT, 2013). These latter actions would be confirmed by a 2020 report by the UN HRC, which laid
responsibility for war crimes on the Russian Air Force for their indiscriminate bombings on civilian targets.

Though the litany of abuses discussed above presents the Syrian Government and its allies in a terrible light,
unfortunately the fact remains that it is not the only side to engage in such abuses. The coalition of states
allied with the United States who has supported the non-state democratically inclined opposition has also
reportedly participated in human rights violations. According to Syrian Network for human Rights, there
have been a reported 2,286 civilian deaths that are a direct result of US-led coalition airstrikes in their fight
against ISIL up until September 2017 (HRW 2018). Moreover, Turkey in particular has been singled out as
a violator of human rights and the inflictor of numerous abuses on the civilian population, especially those
of Kurdish descent (UN HRC 2021). Indeed, their giving support to ISIL (Bekdil, 2015; Business Insider,
2015; Huffington Post, 2014) and other Islamist rebel groups (Fuller 2015; Jamestown Foundation 2015) in
order to inflict greater damage against the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria, and consistent
bombings of the population centres there by Turkish forces violated human rights as well (Ara News, 2016;
Guardian, 2015).

Violations that did not discriminate between civilians and combatants were also conducted by the non-
government fighters of the conflict. That being said, at least early in the conflict, it was noted by a UN
inquiry that, while rebel forces had committed war crimes, they were not to the degree, scale, or frequency
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that the Syrian government forces had committed (Reuters 2012; ONCHR 2013). That being said, these
forces were still alleged to have committed unlawful killings, acts of torture, kidnapping, and used children
in the course of the conflict (UN HRC 2012). So numerous were these accounts early on in the conflict,
Human Rights Watch issued an open letter to all opposition groups calling on the to cease unlawful practices
like kidnappings, torture, and executions as they were violations of human rights (HRW 2012). Not long
after this period, a short film was leaked from opposition groups showing one of their fighters’ eating a
piece of a heart or lung of a dead combatant in the Syrian army (Muir, 2013; Baker, 2013). Later, one non-
state group that labelled itself the Islamic Front bombed a hotel being used by Syrian government forces,
even though it was in a densely populated civilian area, causing the injuries and deaths of many (Pleitgen
2014). Others have outright called for the killing of the civilian supporters of the Syrian government
(Algaradawi 2013). Such barbarous acts, though apparently uncommon, still seem to be occurring in the
conflict. Despite pressure, these actions continued to occur, to the point that Amnesty International (2016)
accused groups of continuing extrajudicial killings.

Humanitarian organizations that provide impartial assistance to those suffering in the conflict areas have
also been targeted by non-state groups, such as what happened to the Syrian Arab Red Crescent who had
several relief workers kidnapped and killed (Holmes and Nebehay, 2013). This incident led humanitarian
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to limit the entry of international relief workers into Syria and
forced others to stop delivering assistance in the area where the incident occurred. Later this same year, a
convoy carrying food assistance for those in need exploded and resulted in the deaths of two staff members
(Sengupta, 2014a) as well as interrupted assistance to this area, a clear violation against Customary Rules 31
and 32 as well as Article 24 of the Geneva Convention (1949) that applies to aid workers and aid supplies to
not be targeted (ICRC, 1949; Henckaerts, 2006).

As the conflict has dragged on, the recruitment of children to fight has increased as well. Though a violation
of their rights, some minors favor signing up as it leads to their being provided with weapons that they
would otherwise not get to protect themselves (Head, 2012; Sengupta, 2014b). By 2016, the UN had verified
another 62 cases of child soldiers being recruited by the Free Syrian Army, another sign that the problem
was not going to go away (UN 2016), and that each side would continue in the practice (Reuters 2016).

Lastly, extremist Islamist groups have engaged in systematic human rights abuses, including specifically
targeting civilians (HRW 2016), some of which were because they were of Kurdish descent (UN HRC
2013). Perhaps the strongest of these groups in threat to the civilian population for a good portion of the
conflict is ISIS, who began spreading rapidly throughout Syria in the middle of 2013 (BBC, 2014). Their
efforts at controlling the northern Syrian cities led to their committing human rights abuses and extrajudicial
killings in order to better cement their control of the region as well as impose their version of Islamic beliefs
(Aarja, 2013).

5. Commonalities in Abuses

In the presentation of human rights violations above, it clear that certain types of attacks have been
conducted by multiple sides in the conflict. The Guardian (2014) published a report originating from
Physicians for Human Rights (PHR, 2014) that shows the medical personnel and infrastructure has been
targeted since the start of the conflict by state, non-state, and anonymous actors, all of which is in breach of
international humanitarian law. Estimated casualties before 2020 on medical personnel stand at roughly 923,
with those that have remained working suffering poor work conditions, seen the block of aid coming into the
country, and dealt with food shortages (BBC 2021).

Children have been especially hard hit, with an estimate of 5,427 killed between 2014 and 219, averaging
out to one death every 10 hours (Welle, 2020). In addition to these individual deaths, in 2019 alone there
were more than 74 attacks launched on schools in Syria, resulting in more than 2 million children being
forced to stay home, thereby getting behind in their educations (UNICEF 2020). The impacts of this is not
limited to the boundaries of Syria either. Since the start of the Syrian crisis, there have been around 2.7
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million Syrians taking refuge in neighbouring countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Egypt, and
some European countries (UNHCR, 2014). Amnesty international reports that Syrians and Syrians of
Palestinian origin have been being expelled out of Jordan back to the active war zones of Syria (Wilson,
2013). The same has happened in Lebanon, who justifies these expulsion actions by claiming the entry of
these refugees is through illegitimate ways (Aluwaisheg, 2013; HRW, 2014; AFP, 2014). These actions
extend to European countries like Greece and Bulgaria as well, as they too have more or less been forcibly
sending Syrians who escaped to Europe back to Syria, sparking warnings by UNHCR and the European
commission that such actions are against international law (Fotiades, 2013).

6. Lack of Accountability

Since the start of the conflict, there have been attempts by the UN to enforce the rules of international law
on the actors engaged in fighting. One such attempt was early in 2014, when the UNSC agreed on
Resolution 2139 (2014), which insisted that the process of cross-border and cross-line humanitarian
assistance should be facilitated to allow the UN and aid agencies to reach those who are in high need of
assistance. The Under-Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator said
that consistent and frequent violations of international law by all parties cannot be tolerated, and that even
though a war was going on, even wars have rules that need to be obeyed (Telegraph, 2014).

Despite these efforts, armed state and non-state actors on the ground have continued to hinder aid and the
delivery of medical supplies, such as the polio vaccine, to people who are in dire need (Sengupta, 2014a).
One such area especially hard hit by this was the Yarmouk Camp where more than 100,000 Palestinians
lived. In 2014, due to the prevention of the delivery of aid by intense battles between the warring parties, the
situation on the ground quickly worsened (Ahram, 2014). These two cases and others occurred two months
after Resolution 2139 (2014) was signed, which gives a clear indication about the isolation between the
international community and the actors engaged in the war occurring on the ground.

Moreover, UNSC efforts have been sharply truncated in effectiveness due to Russia consistently deploying
their veto power on behave of Damascus in any effort to crack down on the human rights abuses and war
crimes of the regime, especially when such votes were on topics related to harsher sanctions or military
actions (Philips 2016). By July of 2020, Russia would vote in a way to protect the Syrian regime a total of
16 times, and would go on to frustrate Western and regional powers from efforts to facilitate al-Assad’s
departure from Syria via mediation efforts. Beyond political assistance, Russia has also helped the Syrian
regime circumvent sanctions and extended a line of credit that they might continue purchasing the military
equipment to continue to wage war on the opposition (Phillips 2016, p. 147-150).

The US is also somewhat to blame for the continuing human rights abuses on the ground due to its
inconsistent foreign policies. Early on in the war, the US pressed for al-Assad to step down from power, and
applied sanctions and material support to opposition forces in pursuit of this goal. Competing priorities such
as the prevention of the use of chemical weapons, limiting the power of jihadist groups, and a nuclear
disarmament agreement with Iran, however, meant that the US occasionally flipped priorities regarding al-
Assad (Phillips 2016). This was a continual source of frustration with the allied coalition. Without a
consistent push by the US, and ineffective efforts by the UNSC, even the numerous UNSC resolutions
aimed at changing the conduct of the conflict and pushing for the end of human rights abuses have been
ineffective at best (see: UN SCOR 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, and 2020).

7. Conclusion

Though the examination of a small percentage of the human rights abuses to have occurred in the Syrian
conflict until now, it should be clear to any observer that there has been no true adherence to international
humanitarian law and that state and non-state actors alike have all engaged in violations across a wide range
of types. The Syrian observatory of Human Rights, a UK based monitoring group, has estimated the
numbers of deaths at 387,118, of whom 116,911 were civilians, by December 2020 (SOHR, 2020). The
Violations Documentation Centre has given a slightly different estimate based on information provided by
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journalists, activists and reporters. According to them, the estimated death toll is slightly smaller at 226,374
but with a higher 135,634 civilians as casualties (VDC, 2020). UNICEF in turn has given an estimate of
12,000 children deaths by December 2020. Even if these numbers are off, the scale of the conflict and
consistent report of abuses by the various sides over the past ten years has made it clear that international
humanitarian law has proved ineffective in controlling the conduct of the conflict, and that no side is truly
innocent of this.

What the consistent violations to international law by the parties engaged in the conflict show is that there
remains significant obstacles to the implementation of international humanitarian law and the laws of war
onto conflict zones, even when such a conflict has the attention of the international community, the UN, and
the states of the UNSC. Because of the ineffective enforcement of these laws, civilians on the ground have
suffered and likely will suffer under the conflict finally ends. Even when the conflict ends, however, the
work of Antonio Cassese (2008) makes clear the complicated nature of the conflict, inconsistent surveillance
of the different fighting groups, and lack of sufficient enforcement mechanisms to level legal penalties and
punishments on those who violated international law will not be punished sufficiently to demonstrate that
international humanitarian law is strong enough in the international system to discourage this conduct from
happening again.

As it stands, a recent UN report puts even this failure of international law off for some time to come, as the
large cities have been captured by Syrian government forces, while large portions of the countryside remain
in the hands of various rebel groups, Kurdish forces, and jihadists (UN 2021). Though multiple international
meetings have taken place in an attempt to bring the conflict to a close, al-Assad seems to be unwilling to
negotiate with the opposition and non-state actors. Even the continued violations and threats posed to
civilians caught up in the conflict, conveyed by clear evidence on the ground, doesn’t seem to be enough to
push for the various sides to make a more serious effort for peace. Without a clear political solution, it is
possible, even likely, that the conflict will continue.

In order for progress to continue to be made regarding the enforcement and implementation of international
humanitarian law, a number of things need to occur before the end of the conflict. First and foremost, the
international community needs to more cohesively and comprehensively press for the end of attacks on
civilians, civilian properties, and those providing aid on the ground. Secondly, this must go hand in hand
with a surge in political will to hold any violators accountable for human rights abuses, regardless of the side
they may be on. Lastly, following the end of the conflict, those human rights abuses that occurred must be
investigated and charges brought against those who committed them, again regardless of the side they fought
on. Only when these three things have been done by the international community will international
humanitarian law be seen as still making a difference in warzones. If these steps are not taken, however, the
likelihood that future human rights abuses like those occurring in Syria taking place in the warzones of the
future become that much more likely.
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