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A civil war with no end in sight 

has claimed between 200,000 

and 300,000 lives in the Middle 

Eastern nation of Syria. It has 

displaced nearly eight million 

people within the country’s 

own borders. As well, some 

four million refugees, including 

two million children, have fl ed 

to neighbouring countries and 

Europe over the past four years. 

How the war began
Th e roots of the war go back to 

March 2011. Th at was when the 

Syrian people rose up against 

their government. Th ey were 

angry with President Bashar 

al-Assad, a harsh dictator, who 

has ruled Syria since 2000. 

Mr. Assad banned opposition 

parties and severely restricted 

freedoms. Torture and 

corruption were widespread. 

People wanted change, but 

he refused to give in to their 

demands. He vowed to stay in 

power and ordered his powerful 

military to attack his own 

citizens. 

Hostilities escalate
His opponents fought back. 

By August 2011, the rebels had 

loosely organized into a group 

called the Free Syrian Army. Th e 

fi ghters had diff erent beliefs, but 

they all wanted to see an end 

Mr. Assad’s government. 

One year later, the confl ict had 

become a full-scale civil war. 

Violence has been escalating 

ever since. Worse still, a ruthless 

extremist group called Islamic 

State (IS) has been able to take 

advantage of the chaos to gain 

control of huge sections of 

northern and eastern Syria and 

neighbouring Iraq.

IS wants to control the 

entire Middle East and rule 

it according to Islamic law. 

Th e group is responsible for 

hundreds of public executions. It 

has carried out mass killings of 

Definitions
civil war: a war between two or more groups within one 
country
corruption: dishonest or illegal behavior by offi  cials or 
people in positions of power who accept money in exchange 
for favours 

dictator: a person who holds absolute power in government
displace: force to move to a new location
extremist: one who holds extreme views and is willing to 
act, oft en violently, in support of a belief 
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Did you know?
Only ten percent of Syrian 

refugees have fl ed to Europe. 

Th e rest have sought shelter in 

neighbouring countries. Nearly 

1.2 million are in Lebanon. About 

2 million have crossed into 

Turkey. Jordan has taken about 

630,000 refugees, 250,000 have 

fl ed to Iraq, and 125,000 are in 

Egypt. Other Middle Eastern 

countries, including Saudi 

Arabia, haven’t taken in any. 
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rival armed groups and religious 

minorities. Th e terrorist 

organization has also kidnapped 

and murdered hostages.

It’s complicated
In Syria, IS is carrying out a 

“war within a war.” It is fi ghting 

the rebels as well as others with 

whom it doesn’t agree, including 

the Syrian government. 

Th is has complicated the 

situation for nations who want 

to see Mr. Assad defeated. Why? 

Because a Western coalition led 

by the United States strongly 

opposes IS. It has been battling 

this group for over a year hoping 

to destroy it.

Yet destroying Islamic State 

would help President Assad – 

which is the opposite of what 

the West wants to see happen. In 

fact, France, Britain, Canada and 

the U.S. have provided logistic 

and political support to some 

of the Syrians who are fi ghting 

him. 

Russia and Iran
Meanwhile, Mr. Assad’s 

government receives strong 

support from Iran and Russia. 

Iran provides fi nancial, technical 

and military assistance. Russia 

supplies arms and aircraft . It has 

also blocked United Nations 

Security Council resolutions 

aimed at reining in Mr. Assad.

In mid-September, Russia sent 

an additional 28 military planes 

and 15 helicopters to Syria. 

American authorities worried 

that the move would interfere 

with coalition air strikes against 

IS. It could also hinder eff orts 

to fi nd a political solution to the 

confl ict.

‘We’re always afraid’
Tragically, the 12 million Syrians 

still in the country continue to 

suff er. Th ey desperately want an 

end to their pain. 

“Kids cannot go to school or 

they risk getting hit by a barrel 

bomb. Children in refugee 

camps [don’t] have proper 

shelter in winter. A woman 

cannot deliver [a baby] in a safe 

environment. Children suff er 

from preventable diseases,” said 

Dr. Joanne Liu, head of the aid 

group Doctors Without Borders.

People need food, blankets, 

clean water, health care and 

other humanitarian aid. Some 

mothers are eating just one meal 

a day to have more to feed their 

children.

“We’re living on the edge of life,” 

said one Syrian. “We’re always 

nervous. We’re always afraid.” 

No wonder millions have been 

risking everything, hoping for a 

new start in other countries.  J

humanitarian aid: help provided to ease suff ering

Sect: a subdivision of a larger religious group 
security council: the most important branch of the United Nations. It authorizes peacekeeping operations, sanctions and 

military action. Th ere are 15 countries on the Security Council. Five – China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United 

States – are permanent and can veto any resolution. Th e remaining ten are elected for two-year terms.

United Nations (UN): an organization encouraging peace, cooperation, social progress and economic stability. Created aft er 
World War II, it has 192 members, including Canada.
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About Syria
With a 4,500-year history, Syria is 

one of the world’s oldest nations. 

It is 185,180 square kilometres in 

size – more than twice as big as 

New Brunswick. It is made up 

of fertile plains, mountains and 

deserts. Its capital is Damascus. 

Arabic is the offi  cial language. 

Before the war, Syria had a 

population of 22.5 million. Most 

were Muslims who belonged to 

the Sunni sect (74 percent) or the 

Alawite Shia sect (12 percent). Mr. 

Assad and the group who run the 

government are Alawite Shia. 

Did you know?
Some 69 Canadian advisors, 600 

soldiers, and six Canadian fi ghter 

bombers are taking part in the 

coalition against Islamic State.


