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Shrnutí

EVROPSKÁ UNIE A KRIZE V SÝRII

Článek se zabývá analýzou role Evropské u nie v  řešení krize v  Sýrii. Sýrie je dlouhodobě pro 
evropské státy důležitým prostorem, avšak navzdory významu Sýrie Evropská unie nebyla 
schopna nalézt adekvátní odpověď na  turbulentní vývoj v  Sýrii bez ohledu na  to, že má 
k  dispozici dostatek politických, diplomatických, ekonomických, vojenských a  humanitárních 
prostředků, jak ovlivnit vývoj v  Sýrii. Neúspěšná snaha Evropské unie přispět k  vyřešení krize 
v Sýrii vychází částečně z toho, že opozice v Sýrii je velmi fragmentalizována a Evropská unie se 
obává možného nárůstu vlivu islamismu a hnutí ISIL po pádu Asadova režimu v Sýrii. Evropská 
unie rovněž nebyla schopná úspěšně přispět k řešení krizi v Sýrii, neboť mezi členskými státy 
Evropské unie nepanuje shoda ohledně postupu v Sýrii, postoj Evropské unie se lišil od postoje 
USA a  priority Evropské unie v  daném období zahrnovaly jiné otázky, než krizi v  Sýrii, jako 
například řešení krize na Ukrajině či jednání o jaderném program s Iránem.
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Abstract

This article discusses the role of the European Union (EU) in the crisis in Syria. Syria as a part of 
the Middle East has been historically an important space for Europe and the situation in Syria 
is very important for the stability in Europe. Despite the fact that the EU disposes of a variety 
of diplomatic, political, economic, security and humanitarian tools to intervene in the crisis in 
Syria, the EU has so far not been able to effectively contribute to the resolution of the crisis in 
Syria. This is partly because the opposition in Syria is deeply fractionalized and the EU is afraid 
of the rise of Islamism and the Islamic State in Syria after the regime change. Other reasons for 
the failure of the EU to react successfully to the crisis in Syria included lack of consensus within 
the EU states, disagreement with the United States about the approach to the crisis in Syria and 
other priorities of the EU since the outbreak of the crisis in Syria, such as the crisis in Ukraine or 
negotiations about nuclear program in Iran.
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Introduction

Syria has been historically an important space for Europe and the situation in Syria is 
very important for stability in Europe. Despite the fact that the European Union (EU) 
disposes of a variety of diplomatic, economic and security tools to intervene in the crisis 
in Syria, the EU has so far not been able to effectively solve the crisis in Syria. The 
article fi rst provides a brief background about the confl ict resolution within the EU and 
basic information about the recent development in Syria since the outbreak of the civil 
war in 2011.  As the confl ict in Syria is very complex, the author does not intend to 
provide a detailed overview of the recent historical developments in Syria. Only events 
of key importance also for EU–Syrian relations are discussed in the fi rst part of the 
analysis; rather than providing a detailed overview of Syrian development in the last fi ve 
years, more detailed attention is paid to the structure of Syrian opposition ranging from 
the Syrian Opposition Coalition and Kurdish opposition to ISIL. The lack of common 
features, besides the opposition to the regime of Bashar Assad, which would unite the 
opposition after Assad regime is overthrown, may be one of the most important reasons 
why the opposition has so far not succeeded in changing the regime in Syria and why 
international actors, including the EU, fi nd it so diffi cult to effectively support the changes 
in Syria. Attention is also briefl y paid to the regional and global context of the crisis in 
Syria and the position of major players regarding the confl ict in Syria (US, Russia, Iran, 
Gulf states).

The last part of this article analyses the role of the EU in the crisis in Syria and the 
impact of the crisis in Syria on the relationships between the EU and Syria. Attention 
is paid to the specifi c dimensions in which the EU is active in relation to the crisis in 
Syria (political and diplomatic, economic, security, humanitarian) focusing on assessment 
whether the EU policy in these dimensions has been able to contribute to a successful 
regime change in Syria and termination of a civil war in Syria and, provided that this was 
not the case, the reasons of failure of the EU are discussed. 

This article analyses the role of the EU in the crisis in Syria until August 2015.1 
More detailed information about the history of confl ict in Syria and its regional context 
can be found in Gombar (2003) or Jenkins (2014). The major books on the topics of the 
ongoing Syrian civil war include the book on the recent history of Syria by John Mchugo 
(Mchugo 2015) and the analysis of the rise of Islamic state by Patrick Cockburn (Cockburn 
2015). However, as the topic is very current, the article is based mainly on contemporary 
analyses published by renowned think–tanks such as the Washington institute, the United 
States Institute of Peace and the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. Many 
articles on Syria have been published in Foreign Affairs (Doran 2014, Tabler 2014). Syrian 
opposition is excellently analyzed by Sofer and Shafroth (2013), Jenkins (2013) and White, 
and Tabler and Zelin (2013).  Analysis of the role of important regional and global players 
in Syria can be found in Borshchevskaya (2015), Cunningham (2013), Eisenstadt (2015), 
Knights (2013), Sharp and Blanchard (2012), and White (2015). 

1 The article was prepared as of August 2015. Significant changes which happened since August 
2015 are thus not reflected. These include in particular the question of refugees from Syria which 
has become a fundamental issue for the EU, as wel as the territorial changes and power shifts in 
Syria and the rise of power of the Islamic State. 
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The European Union ś policy towards Syria is analyzed based on up–to–date 
articles such as Balfour (2011 and 2012), Biscop, Balfour and Emerson (2012), Portela 
(2012), and Sharp and Blanchard (2013). The economic impact of the EU sanctions 
towards Syria can be found in Guimelli and Ivan (2013), Portela (2012) and Boogaerts, 
Portela and Drieskens (2016). Offi cial internet pages of the EU and its institutions 
(ec.europa.eu, www.consilium.europa.eu, eeas.europa.eu, www.eur–lex.europa.
eu, www.democracyendowment.eu) are a valuable source of information about the 
current development of EU–Syrian relations, of which the most recent and probably 
most comprehensive is the “Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the 
Council: Elements for an EU regional strategy for Syria and Iraq as well as the Da’esh 
threat” published on 6 February 2015. 

The European Union and Confl ict Resolution

The EU is an important actor in confl ict prevention and resolution. The general principles 
of the common foreign and security policy of the EU are set in the Treaty of Lisbon. 
According to the Treaty, the EU should participate in all stages of confl ict from early 
warning and confl ict prevention to crisis response, stabilization and peace building 
(Smith, 2009). The EU press release from December 2013 defi nes the priorities of the EU 
in the fi eld of confl ict resolution and prevention and sets the main tools available to the 
EU in these areas. These include economic and fi nancial tools such as support of trade, 
economic and fi nancial assistance or embargos and sanctions; political and diplomatic 
tools such as recognition and support of opposition, contribution to peace talks, support 
of resolutions against violence in international organizations; security and defense tools 
such as military operations, military training and supply of weapons; and development 
of cooperation and humanitarian aid such as assistance to refugees or support of human 
rights. Specifi c steps of the EU involvement include in particular a focus on confl ict 
prevention, preferably through diplomacy and early warning systems, defi nition of 
a common strategic vision for confl ict prevention, commitment to building peaceful 
societies worldwide, improved linking of policy areas in external and internal action and 
close cooperation with partners such as the United Nations, NATO, the African Union 
and civil society (European Commission 2013b). 

The contemporary priorities and objectives of the EU ś common foreign and security 
policy under the High Representative of the EU for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and Vice–President of the European Commission, Federica Mogherini, focus on the 
crisis in Ukraine, continuation of the Middle East peace process and the role of Quartet 
in this process, normalization of relations between Serbia and Kosovo, and situation 
to the South of the EU ś border – in particular in Syria and Iraq (EAAS b). The EU is 
well aware that a successful reaction to confl ict requires a proactive engagement of its 
member states. As I shall demonstrate later, this engagement of EU states towards Syria 
has not been reached, which is part of the reasons why the EU has so far not successfully 
contributed to a solution of the crisis in Syria. To understand the role of the EU in the 
confl ict in Syria, let us briefl y examine the situation in Syria since the outbreak of the 
Arab Spring in 2011.
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The Civil War in Syria 

Syria is a state which did not face extreme ethnic or religious problems before the outbreak 
fof the confl ict in 2011. The largest ethnic group, Arabs, comprises up to 85% of the 
population and Kurds amount to about 15% of the population. Religious differences 
between majority Sunni Muslims (representing almost 65% of the population) and 
minority Shia Muslims (represented mostly by Alawites, with about 13% of the population) 
and about 5% of Christians were not of fundamental importance before 2011.  These 
sectarian differences have nevertheless become increasingly important as the confl ict in 
Syria has escalated – Balanche (2015) even calls the situation in Syria deliberate ethnic 
cleansing. However, as illustrated by Figure 1 below, despite the ethnic cleansing the 
overall population distribution by religion has not changed signifi cantly since the outbreak 
of the civil war in Syria.

Figure 1  |  Comparison of Population by Sect, 2011 and 2015

Source: Balanche (2015)

Economic aspects are also of signifi cant importance in the confl ict in Syria. Despite 
the fact that the oil reserves in Syria are smaller than in other countries of the Middle 
East (and therefore oil is not such an important factor in confl icts like the one in Iraq – see 
Sorkhabi 2014), the confl ict in Syria has had a negative impact on the economic situation 
in Syria: the Syrian economy showed a constant growth of approximately 5% annual GDP 
growth until the Arab Spring and Syrian GDP per capita reached up to $2,948 in 2011, i.e. 
before the outbreak of the Arab Spring (UNCTAD). Since the outbreak of the Arab Spring 
and the civil war in Syria, the Syrian economic performance has deteriorated signifi cantly 
with infl ation rising up to 121% in August 2013 (EIU ViewsWire 2015). The economic 
situation together with the civil war has also led to many social problems, of which the 
largest is the refugee crisis – estimates state that up to 50% of the Syrian population 
has been forced to leave their homes since 2011 (World Bank 2014) with the number of 
internally displaced persons (IDP) reaching around 6.5 million (World Bank 2014). Other 
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problems since the outbreak of the civil war include deteriorating access to food and 
health care leading to the spread of diseases and destruction of large numbers of schools. 
The “Fragile State Index” (FSI) published annually by the Fund for Peace therefore ranks 
Syria the 15th on the FSI, which places Syria among the worst performing states worldwide 
with the worst performance in the criteria of refugees and IDPs, group grievance and 
security, in which Syria scores 10 points out of 10 (Fragile State Index 2015). 

To understand the current situation in Syria it is necessary to briefl y explain the 
historical development in Syria since the beginning of the Assad regime. Syria has been 
rather unstable since becoming independent from France in 1946 (Mchugo 2015). The 
Baath party came into power in 1963 and Hafi z Assad became the president in 1970. 
This marked the beginning of over 40 years of undemocratic rule of the Assad family in 
Syria, with preference given to the Alawites as Assad himself was an Alawite. After the 
death of Hafi z Assad in 2000 power was taken by his son Bashar, which brought hopes for 
reforms and democratization in Syria. These hopes increased during the Arab spring of 
2011, which brought further expectations for change and democratization in Syria, since 
there was a call for the political and economic reforms promised by Bashar Assad after 
his entrance into offi ce in 2000. However, economic reforms did not take shape, and the 
lifting of the formal State of Emergency that had been in Syria since 1963 in April 2011 
did not bring the expected political changes and democratization; on the contrary, the 
social imbalances in Syria grew (Mchugo 2015).  Despite the fact that the international 
community, headed by the United States and the EU, pressured for changes in the Syrian 
regime, such changes did not happen, and instead economic growth contributed to the 
improved position of the regime elites. 

Syria was thus facing many economic, political and social problems even before the 
outbreak of the Arab Spring. Power was concentrated in the hands of the Assad family, 
which was confi rmed in February 2012 in a national referendum on the new Syrian 
constitution. This was designed to open the political system to free political competition 
beyond the Baath party. The referendum approved a new system of presidential elections 
which enables Assad to serve two additional consecutive 7–year terms, i.e. until 2028 
(Sharp and Blanchard 2012). The parliamentary elections which took place based on 
the newly adopted constitution in May 2012 were boycotted by the opposition, resulting 
in Assad ś clear victory (receiving 90% of 250 seats in Syrian parliament). The hopes 
of the Syrian opposition movement for democratization and liberalization were turned 
down as protests against Assad ś regime were repressed, human rights violated, and the 
situation turned into an armed rebellion (Dodge). Assad ś regime continued to suppress 
the opposition and demonstrations against his regime, and no signifi cant political reforms 
took place as a result of the Arab spring (Mchugo 2015). UNHCR estimated that around 
two thousand people died in the riots from March to July 2011 (UNHCR 2015a). 

In reaction to the rise of violence, the Syrian Army was established in July 2011 to 
protect civilians against the violence of Assad ś regime. The Syrian opposition also tried 
to gain international support by creating the Syrian National Council in Istanbul, which 
aimed at unifi cation of the Syrian opposition in exile. As a reaction to continuous violence in 
Syria, the Arab League suspended Syria ś membership in this organization and introduced 
economic and political sanctions towards Syria in November 2011. The League ś observers 
in Syria were called back due to the unstable security situation in Syria. The Syrian regime 
however still claimed to have international support, partially because the United Nations 
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Security Council failed to adopt a resolution which would condemn the attacks of the regime 
security forces against opposition and which would call for the immediate end of violence 
in Syria (UN SECURITY COUNCIL S/2012/77), as such a resolution was vetoed by China 
and Russia. UN efforts to stop the violence failed also in March 2012 when confl icts broke 
out also in the city of Homs, and in June 2012 in Aleppo and close to Damascus. The Red 
Cross offi cially called the situation in Syria “civil war” in July 2012 (BBC 2012). 

The international community, including the United Nations, Arab League, the EU and 
the United States, strived to solve the ongoing civil war in Syria. However, the majority of 
these attempts failed, including the six point plan to end the violence announced by the UN 
Special Envoy Kofi  Annan in February 2012, and the most important effort of June 2012 when 
peace talks took place in Geneva (“Geneva I Conference on Syria”). The Geneva conference 
set the fundamental conditions which were to be met to stop the violence in Syria, including 
formation of a transitional government with full executive powers which would include 
members of the Assad régime and opposition forces, organization of free elections or review 
of the constitutional order and legal system; however, it did not directly call for the resignation 
of President Assad. Representatives of the Assad government, the Syrian opposition, Saudi 
Arabia as the main supporter of the opposition forces and Iran as the main supporter of Assad 
régime did not however participate at the Geneva peace talks. As such, the proposals of the 
Geneva conference did not lead to the end of the civil war in Syria.

The National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces (National 
Coalition) was established in November 2012, and included the Free Syrian Army and 
other opposition groups. However, it was ignored by Islamist opposition organizations 
such as the Nusra Front which aimed at creation of an Islamic state in Syria. The main aim 
of the National Coalition which was internationally recognized by the EU, United States, 
Turkey, Gulf states and Australia was to overthrow the regime of Assad and create a new 
government (Mchugo 2015). The situation further escalated in 2013 as the fi ghts between 
regime and opposition forces continued. The opposition forces remained fragmented, the 
number of groups and organizations fi ghting against Assad regime and among themselves 
increased. Islamist groups, including the Islamic State in Iraq and Levant (ISIL) have 
become increasingly important in the fi ght against the Assad regime since 2013. 

The situation in Syria further escalated in August 2013 after a chemical weapons 
attack close to the capital city of Damascus which resulted in the death of hundreds of 
civilians (BBC 2013a). As a reaction to the use of chemical weapons (most likely by the 
Assad regime) the United Nations Security Council adopted the resolution 2118, which 
among other things condemned the use of chemical weapons in the Syrian Arab Republic, 
in particular the attack on 21 August 2013, in violation of the international law requesting 
that no party in Syria should use, develop, produce, acquire, stockpile, retain, or transfer 
chemical weapons (UN SC Resolution 2118). The United States, however, failed to act or 
support the mandate of the Security Council after the “red line” mentioned by President 
Obama had been crossed by the chemical weapons attack (Kessler 2013). 

The most signifi cant results in the peace process in Syria were reached in January 
2014 at the international conference convened in Switzerland by the United States, Russia 
and the United Nations to implement the Geneva Communique of 2012 (“Geneva II 
Conference on Syria”). Unlike the effort in Geneva in 2012, representatives of the Syrian 
opposition and Assad regime participated at the meeting in Geneva in 2014 to discuss 
measures to end the civil war in Syria. The Special Envoy of the United Nations, Staffan 
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de Mistura, also proposed the establishment of a series of “freeze zones” which would 
allow negotiation of local ceasefi res to allow aid deliveries to besieged areas (BBC 2014). 
Negotiations have nevertheless not led to the end of the civil war in Syria, which still 
continues in 2015. No party in the confl ict has been strong enough to unify the entire 
territory of the state, which has been fragmented and is now under the control of either 
Assad ś regime or various opposition groups. 

The economic situation in Syria remains dramatic, which is confi rmed by the 
United Nations General Assembly Report of the Independent International Commission 
of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic from February 2015. The number of refugees 
searching for asylum in particular in Turkey, Lebanon or Jordan increased to almost 
4 million in April 2015, while the number of internally displaced persons amounted to 
6.5 million (UNHCR 2015a). The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights estimated the 
number of victims of the Syrian civil war to be 210,000 (Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights 2015). The religious clashes between Sunni and Shia Muslims continue to remain 
a signifi cant aspect of the civil war in Syria which is also confi rmed by the indicator of 
group grievance in the Fragile state index (Fragile State Index 2015). 

Sharp and Blanchard (2012) discuss six different scenarios of further development of 
the confl ict in Syria which include: 1. Imminent regime defeat (clearly this option is not 
likely due to regime support by Russia and Iran and inability of the opposition to adopt 
a uniform strategy against Assad); 2. Enduring confl ict or state collapse (resulting in 
a deadlock situation with neither party being able to win control over the entire territory 
of Syria, possibly also leading to the division of Syria into Sunni, Alawite, Christian 
and Kurdish enclaves, which could create a signifi cant security vacuum in the region 
and lead to further destabilization of the region); 3. Confl ict among various rebel groups 
(provided that the opposition fails to fi nd a uniform goal and program for the development 
after Assad is ousted, which could prolong the civil war and lead to violence in Syria); 
4. A military coup (which currently seems less likely but remains an option of regime 
change); 5. A negotiated solution (the scenario most likely preferred by the international 
community but not likely to take place as long as the governmental and rebel forces are 
not willing to negotiate and cannot agree on the formation of a national unity government) 
and 6. Regional spill–over of the confl ict (i.e. spill over of the confl ict to surrounding 
countries, in particular Lebanon, whose ethnic structure is similar to Syria and which 
could further destabilize the situation in the Middle East).   

The Structure of Opposition in Syria

As pointed out above, the Syrian confl ict is of a very complex and complicated nature 
(see graph 2 below). The major dividing line is the confl ict between the government 
and opposition forces. However, further divisions exist along religious sectarian lines 
(Sunnis, Shia/Alawites, Christians and Kurds) and between rural and urban populations. 
The fragmented opposition to Assad ś regime and the fear of the rise of Islamism in Syria 
after Assad is ousted are probably the most limiting factors which complicate the solution 
of the civil war in Syria. As I shall argue later the fragmented opposition represents one 
of the fundamental reasons why international actors, including the EU, have so far failed 
in contributing to the resolution of the crisis in Syria. Therefore, I consider it important 
to briefl y discuss the structure and objectives of the various opposition groups in Syria. 
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The confl ict in Syria should not be understood only as a simple struggle of the 
opposition against the Assad regime. Originally the opposition called for democratization 
and political reforms; however, besides joint opposition to Assad, there were only a few 
common factors that would unify the various opposition forces. To understand the 
complicated structure of opposition in Syria it is fundamental to realize that the dividing 
lines in Syria have a very deep historical context, some elements dating back to the time 
of dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and French Mandate over Syria, when the borders 
of modern Syria were set without respect to clan, ethnic and religious structures. 

Graph 2  |  Structure of Armed Syrian Opposition

Source: Sofer and Shafroth (2013) 

The opposition to Assad is composed of two main groups: the National Coalition 
of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces (Syrian Opposition Coalition, SOC), and 
the Supreme Joint Military Command (SMC). These provisional bodies were formed in 
2012 and were supported by the international community. The main objective of these 
organizations included the formation of a national democratic opposition to fi ll the power 
vacuum after Assad is ousted. The fundamental differences between the groups forming 
the Syrian opposition issue from the decentralized structure of the opposition to the lack 
of common objectives and values. 
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The largest opposition group is the National Coalition of Syrian Revolution and 
Opposition Forces (SOC) formed in November 2012 by the main Syrian opposition groups. 
It unites over 70 representatives of various opposition forces including the Syrian National 
Council, the Syrian Revolution General Commission, the Muslim Brotherhood or local 
revolutionary councils, and is also supported by a small number of Kurdish leaders. The 
United States and other representatives of the international community, including the United 
Nations, the EU, Turkey or Saudi Arabia consider the SOC to be a recognized legitimate 
representative of the Syrian people. The main objective of the SOC is to coordinate the 
Syrian opposition and to unite this opposition in a provisional government which would be 
able to take over after the Assad regime falls. It should also isolate and marginalize more 
extremist elements of the opposition and provide international donors with a legitimate, 
unifi ed channel for all aid to the rebellion (Sofer and Shafroth 2013). However, there are 
some fundamental differences among the SOC members in particular about the formation 
of transitional government; the center of dispute being in particular whether the current 
members of government should be included in the provisional government. Membership of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in the SOC also causes many disputes not only within the SOC but 
with the international community, including Saudi Arabia. Another criticism of the SOC 
is that it is formed mostly of Syrian opposition politicians and leaders who are exiled from 
Syria, and are thus not in direct touch with the situation in Syria, causing limited credibility 
of the SOC in Syria (Sofer and Shafroth 2013).

Another large opposition group is the Supreme Joint Military Command (SMC), 
which was founded in December 2012 as the Defense Ministry of the SOC. It is composed 
of members from the Syrian Liberation Front, the Syrian Islamic Front, independent 
brigades and regional military councils. Its main objective is to unite the different armed 
groups of the opposition and to form a national army and simultaneously to limit the 
infl uence of extremist groups within the SOC. Major funding of the SMC comes from 
the Western countries including the United States and the EU as well as from the Arab 
states of the region such as Jordan, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar or Egypt. 

Smaller opposition groups to the Assad regime form an uncoordinated ”array of 
ideologically diverse and uncoordinated brigades and battalions with limited areas of 
operation” (Sofer and Shafroth 2013) whose unifying factor is only the desire to overthrow 
the regime of President Assad. According to one of the high–ranking UN offi cials the 
number of these armed militias in Syria rebellion amounts to “more than a thousand” 
(Sofer and Shafroth 2013). Out of these fragmented groups the largest include the Free 
Syrian Army, the Syrian Liberation Front and the Syrian Islamic Front. However, these 
umbrella organizations are composed of several tens of organizations with diverse 
objectives and they do not have a uniform command structure. 

The Free Syrian Army (FSA) represents the largest umbrella group within the Syrian 
armed opposition. It is composed of ideologically moderate opposition and its leadership 
is fully incorporated in the SMC and closely cooperates with the SOC. Similarly to the 
SMC, the FSA receives its funding and support in particular from the Western world 
and neighboring countries. A smaller coalition of opposition forces includes the Syrian 
Liberation Front (SLF, known as the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front or Jabhat al–Tahrir 
al–Souriya al–Islamiya) which represents the largest coalition of opposition forces outside 
the FSA. The SLF closely cooperates with the FSA, however it frequently criticizes the 
FSA’s exiled leadership for being too detached from the realities of the in–country military 
confl ict (Sofer and Shafroth 2013). 
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Islamic opposition to the Assad regime includes in particular the Syrian Islamic 
Front, the Nusra Front and the Islamic State. The supporters of the Syrian Islamic Front 
(SIF, known as Jabhat al–Islamiya al–Tahrir al–Souriya) are usually religiously motivated 
to oust the Assad regime and stress the religious dimension of the confl ict – Assad being 
an Alawite while the SIF supporters are conservative Salafi sts. However, organizations 
associated in the SIF do not call for establishment of a caliphate and do not support 
cooperation with Al Qaeda and other extremist Islamic groups. The majority of support of 
the SIF comes from wealthy individuals from the Gulf states (in particular Saudi Arabia 
and Kuwait). The Nusra Front (NF, known as Jabhat al–Nusra), established in January 
2012, on the other hand closely cooperates with Islamist terrorist organizations such as 
Al Qaeda and the Islamic State, and it also receives fi nancial and military assistance and 
military training from these organizations. Fighters for the NF include Syrian and foreign 
jihadists, many of whom are veterans of the Iraqi insurgency (Sofer and Shafroth 2013). 
The NF is also responsible for a large number of attacks against the Assad regime (United 
Nations General Assembly, A/HRC/28/69), partially as a sectarian fi ght of the Sunni NF 
against the Assad Alawite regime. However, the NF refused the merger with the Islamic 
State in April 2013. The NF has also been a cause of disputes within the Syrian opposition 
to the Assad regime as many of the more moderate organizations associated within the 
SOC do not approve of the fundamentalist rhetoric and violent methods used by the NF. 

The opposition to the Assad regime further includes the Sunni Islamist Muslim 
Brotherhood, which is loosely affi liated to the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. The Muslim 
Brotherhood, established already at the end of the Second World War, was offi cially banned 
in Syria after the Alawite Assad family came to power in 1963. In the 1980s the Syrian 
government violently suppressed the Muslim Brotherhood uprising and killed many of 
its members in Syria. In 2005 the Muslim Brotherhood in exile signed the Damascus 
Declaration, together with other opposition forces; this called for gradual peaceful reforms 
in Syria. The Muslim Brotherhood did not participate in the initial protests against the 
regime in Syria in 2011 which were led by the non–Islamist opposition in Syria.  However, 
the Muslim Brotherhood enjoyed a greater support among Assad ś opposition abroad, 
which understood the Brotherhood as one of the dominant forces in opposition to the 
regime (Sly 2012). In April 2012 the Brotherhood issued a manifest in which it pledges to 
respect individual rights, and promotes pluralism and democracy (Oweis 2012).

Probably the most signifi cant Islamist opposition to the Syrian regime is the Islamic 
State (Islamic State in Syria and Levant, ISIL, Da ésh).2 This organization started to 
operate in Syria in April 2013 as a result of severe social and economic conditions in the 
region and continuous civil war and instability in Syria. ISIL also gained power due to 
the clashes between the Sunni and Shia Muslims in Syria, and thanks to the supply of 
weapons to Syrian opposition from abroad which ended in the hands of radicals from ISIL. 
ISIĹ s support also results from very good propaganda on social networks, which led to 
an infl ux of thousands of foreign fi ghters from abroad (Cockburn 2015). 

The opposition to the Assad regime also includes Kurdish groups such as the Kurdish 
Democratic Alliance and the Kurdish Democratic Front. At the beginning of the civil 
war the Kurdish population did not participate in opposition against the regime, and put 

2 Due to the increased importance of the Islamic State, its role in the conflict in Syria and its rising 
power have been subject to numerous in–depth analyses such as Cockburn 2015, Brannen 2015, 
Makoff, 2013, Sly 2015 or Wood, 2015. 
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emphasis on creation of an autonomous Kurdish region within a federate Syria. However, 
the increased violence and outlook for autonomy in the north–east region of Syria led 
to a more proactive approach of the Kurds in the rebellion, operating in particular in 
the north–eastern region of Syria. The Kurdish People ś Defense Units present a serious 
threat to the Islamic State in the region. However, clashes between Kurdish units and the 
Nusra Front are not uncommon, which complicates a more coordinated approach of the 
opposition against the Assad regime.

What should nevertheless also be taken into account is the fact that, as Balanche 
(2015) points out, there is a sharp distinction between two important items of statistical 
data: the size of territory controlled by government and various opposition forces, and 
the size of the population living in these areas. As illustrated by Figures 3 and 4 below, 
the largest area of Syria is controlled by the Islamic State (Da ésh). However, taking into 
account the populated areas of Syria, it is visible that Da ésh controls only 25% of Syrian 
territory, i.e. almost half of the territory controlled by Da ésh represents uninhabited areas. 
On the other hand, Kurds control only about 13% of Syrian territory, which nevertheless 
represents almost 30% of the Syrian population. 

Figure 3 | The Territory of Syria Controlled by Various Groups

Source: Balanche (2015)
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Figure 4 | Comparison of Area and Populated Areas Controlled in Syria 

Source: Balanche (2015) 

This distinction becomes even more evident if we examine the distribution of 
population controlled by government and most signifi cant opposition forces. From Figure 
5 below it is evident that even though Assad ś Syrian Army controls only roughly 25% of 
Syrian territory, it controls over 60% of the Syrian population. 

Figure 5 | Population Control in Syria 

Source: Balanche (2015) 
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The size of the population controlled by government and opposition itself is not the 
most decisive factor in the Syrian civil war. Popular support of the government as well as 
various opposition forces are of fundamental importance. The support depends mainly 
on the ability to provide the population in the territory under control (by government or 
opposition forces) with basic goods such as food, water, fuel and services (healthcare, 
education). Assad ś regime has so far been quite successful in securing these basic needs 
for the population under its control. Islamist rebel groups (Islamic State, Nusra Front) have 
been more successful at winning popular support and providing the local population with 
basic needs in the controlled territory compared to the non–Islamist opposition groups, 
due to the fact that the Islamist opposition is more organized and structured than other 
rebel groups. The Free Syrian Army, in contrast, has frequently failed to win popular 
support in the controlled territory and secure basic goods and services for the local 
population (White, Tabler and Zelin 2013).

The complex and fragmented structure of the Syrian anti–government actors has made 
the opposition to the Assad regime ineffective. Despite the common desire to oust Assad, 
there is little in common that unifi es the various opposition groups, and this has prevented 
the formation of a provisional government and formulation of a coherent strategy for Syria 
after Assad. Disagreements within the various opposition groups in Syria have arisen 
in particular on the question of the future of Syria ś chemical weapons, the approach to 
terrorist organizations, and the prevention of sectarian violence in Syria. Fragmented 
opposition also complicates the efforts of the international community, including the 
United States and the EU, to distribute fi nancial, material and military assistance to 
the opposition in Syria and to facilitate successful regime change in Syria. However, 
the fragmented structure of the Syrian opposition can be seen also as an advantage and 
a reason why the Assad regime has not yet been able to crush the opposition.

According to the Joint Communication to the European Parliament and Council from 
February 2015, the continuing violence, violation of human rights and failure to apply 
democratic reforms in Syria has also led to the increased power of extremist groups 
such as the Nusra Front or Islamic State at the cost of a moderate opposition (European 
Commission 2015a). However, the Islamist opposition is not dominant in Syria. As Norell 
and Pollock point out, the majority of opposition forces in Syria prefer the democratic 
structures of the EU as the model for the government in Syria after Assad is ousted 
(Norell, Pollock 2012). 

The European Union and the Crisis in Syria 

Before examining the role of the EU in the confl ict in Syria, let us briefl y look at the 
regional and global context of the confl ict and position of the main actors towards the 
confl ict in Syria. One can roughly divide the international and regional actors involved in 
the confl ict in Syria into supporters of the Assad regime (Russia, Iran) and supporters of 
opposition forces (USA, EU, Gulf countries). The reasons for the involvement of various 
actors varies and refl ects their economic, political and religious interests.  

Russia is traditionally one of the strongest supporters of the Assad regime. Russia 
has historically been an important supplier of arms to the Syrian regime, providing 
military and technical assistance and military equipment including advanced weaponry 
and training of Syrian governmental military forces. Syria is also strategically important 
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for Russia as it hosts the only Russian maritime base in the Mediterranean whose loss 
could have a major impact on the Russian position in the Middle East and it would also 
have a psychological effect on Russia (Portela 2012, White 2015). In addition to providing 
military assistance to Syria, Russia also supported the Assad regime diplomatically 
by vetoing the UN SC efforts to pass resolutions critical to Assad ś regime (October 
2011, February 2012). Russian continuous cooperation with the Syrian government also 
represents a major obstacle to effective imposition of EU and US sanctions in Syria. 

Iran is another traditionally strong supporter of the Shia Alawite Assad regime (as 
well as of the Lebanon–based Hezbollah which is by many considered to by Iran ś proxy 
in the Middle East). Iran has provided military assistance to Assad, providing the regime 
with crowd–control gear and Internet surveillance technology and advisors on handling 
demonstrations as well as large–scale fi nancial and business assistance (Eisenstadt 2015). 
Iran also allowed for the Liwa Abu al–Fadl al–Abbas (LAFA) forces to be formed from 
mostly Iraqi Shiite fi ghters with the support of the Irani Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps. LAFA forces have signifi cantly contributed to military support of the governmental 
forces in their fi ght against rebels since 2012 as the Shia volunteers are well trained 
(supposedly by Hezbollah in Lebanon) and highly motivated (Smyth 2015).

The United States is on the contrary considered to be one of the most fundamental 
supporters of the opposition forces in Syria. US–Syria relations have been tense since the 
1980s when the USA pressed Syria to end its support of Hezbollah, engage in peace talks 
with Israel and called for a more open control of Syrian weapons of mass destruction. The 
Obama administration has stressed the following position towards Syria since the outbreak 
of revolution and civil war in Syria in 2011: it called for a political transition to democracy, 
it supported UN SC actions against the Assad regime, and imposed sanctions against the 
Syrian regime (freezing assets in the US, travel bans). Simultaneously the administration 
provided humanitarian and non–lethal aid to rebel forces (Sharp, Blanchard 2012). The 
United States Institute for Peace also initiated a program focusing on discussions about 
Syria ś future in the democratic transition period called “The Day After Project” which 
comprehensively focuses on various aspects of this transition such as the rule of law, 
transitional justice, reform of the security sector and fundamental political reforms 
including electoral reforms and design of constitution (for more information see United 
States Institute for Peace 2012). In addition to the US, the opposition forces also receive 
support as well as funding from a variety of regional players including Turkey and the 
Gulf States, most notably Saudi Arabia and Qatar.

The EU is also considered to be a strong supporter of the opposition forces in 
Syria. Syria has historically been an area which was important for the EU as a former 
French Mandate (1922–1946) and subject to close cooperation with the EU since its 
independence. The factors that historically infl uenced the EU ś policy towards Syria 
presented a complex policy challenge, in particular in the context of developments in the 
Middle East generally and of the relations between Israel and surrounding Arab states, 
including Syria, specifi cally. The offi cial cooperation between Syria and the European 
Community (EC) was established by signature of the Cooperation Agreement in 1977. The 
EC member states nevertheless did not maintain good relations with Syria during the Cold 
War as Syria was viewed as a Soviet ally in the region and a supporter of terrorism in the 
region (in particular the Shia radical organization Hezbollah in Lebanon). As a reaction 
to a terrorist incident in 1986 (see Kreutz 2005), the EC declared diplomatic sanctions 
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against Syria in April 1986 (lasting till November 1994), signaling to the regime that 
state–supported terrorism was unacceptable (Boogaerts, Portela and Drieskens 2016).

Syria ś role in the Mediterranean and its cooperation with the EC increased in the 
beginning of the 1990s when Syria joined the international coalition against Saddam 
Hussein ś regime in Iraq and participated in peace talks with its major enemy in the region, 
Israel. These factors were understood by the EC as a willingness of Syria to contribute 
to increased security in the region. Syria and the EC had also closely cooperated within 
the Euro–Mediterranean partnership since November 1995 (the so–called “Barcelona 
Process”). This document emerged from previous cooperation of the European Community 
and 12 Mediterranean countries, and its main goals included cooperation in the political 
and security areas, economic partnership leading to creation of a free trade zone in the 
Mediterranean, and partnership in the social and cultural area with the objective to create 
an area of stability, peace and prosperity in the region. The EC stressed the importance 
of resolution of the Israeli–Arab confl ict in the region (including the confl ict between 
Israel and Syria) and democratization and reforms in the Mediterranean countries. The 
main role of the EU in this process was normative, consisting in the introduction and 
reinforcement of international law and norms, trying among others to limit and ban the 
weapons of mass destruction in Syria (Elleman, Esfandiary and Hokayem 2012).

The Association agreement between the EU and Syria had been negotiated since 
1998, but the EU did not fi nd the conditions in Syria right for signature of the agreements 
in particular due to Syria ś politics in Lebanon, the question of human rights and weapons 
of mass destruction in Syria. The Association agreement sets out cooperation in three 
major areas: economy and trade, political relations and cooperation in other areas such 
as science, culture, environment, health, agriculture and investment (Council of the 
European Union 2009). The EU understood the Association agreement as a “decisive 
impetus to the political, economic and social reforms needed to improve the country’s 
situation” (Schenker 2008). However, the political and social reforms did not take place 
and the required democratization and call for human rights in Syria failed. The agreement 
has thus so far not been signed as a reaction to the ongoing civil war in Syria despite the 
fact that it was unanimously approved by all EU members in 2009 following the gradual 
reforms in Syria. 

For the EU it became evident shortly after the outbreak of the Arab spring in the 
Mediterranean, and the subsequent civil war in Syria, that the original assumption 
of equation between the political stability in North Africa and the Middle East and 
containment of security risk (such as terrorism or migration) is no longer valid. The 
changes in the EU policy towards the Mediterranean, including Syria, thus indicate 
a qualitative change in the EU relations to the region which stresses greater differentiation 
among the MENA countries, refi ned conditionality and new tools for democracy building 
(Biscop, Balfour and Emerson 2012). The “three Ms“ include “more money, more market 
assess and more mobility”, offering the MENA countries, including Syria, additional EU 
investments and loans by EU fi nancial institutions, support of MENA citizens’ mobility 
in particular through university scholarships and visa facilitation, and easier access to 
the EU single market (EAAS 2011). Other broader initiatives offered to MENA countries 
as a reaction to the Arab spring included the SPRING program (Support for Partnership, 
Reform and Inclusive Growth) allocating EUR 350 million to the region in 2011–2012 
as well as implementation of the European Endowment for Democracy which should be 
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a more fl exible grant–making body to carry out the EU policies in the MENA region with 
a special emphasis on support of implementation of democracy in the region through 
cooperation with NGOs (Biscop, Balfour and Emerson 2012). Other institutional changes 
in the EU structures in reaction to the Arab spring included appointing Christian Berger 
as Director for North Africa, Middle East, Arab Peninsula, Iran and Iraq in the European 
External Action Service with the main objective to support the development of a more 
strategic style of thinking towards the region (Balfour 2011).

Despite the continuous civil war as a result of the Arab spring in Syria, Syria has 
remained among the top priorities of the common foreign and security policy under the 
new High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and Vice–President of the European Commission, Federica Mogherini, and Syria was 
ranked among the top priorities of the EU CFSP (EAAS b). Since the outbreak of the 
confl ict, the EU has preferred diplomatic and political solutions to the crisis in Syria, in 
cooperation with other major international players, such as the United Nations, the League 
of Arab States, the United States or regional actors such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia. 
The EU therefore supported diplomatic initiatives of the League of Arab States and the 
United Nations and their special envoys Kofi  Annan and Lakhdar Brahimi as well as the 
initiatives of the Geneva peace conferences and other UN diplomatic initiatives. 

In reaction to the crisis in Syria and Assad ś repressions of the opposition, the EU 
suspended its bilateral cooperation programs with Syria in May 2011 (EAAS a). This 
applied to both programs under the European Neighborhood Policy and as a part of the EU 
regional programs. The EU quickly adopted a series of sanctions based on the call from 
the Arab League and within less than one year adopted a series of sanctions in line with 
the sanctions imposed by the United States. The EU thus applied sanctions against Syria 
in line with other regional powers such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia or Turkey (Portela 2012). 
The sanctions of the EU can be roughly divided into fi ve categories: 1. Sanctions targeted 
against the Syrian government (including end of loans and technical assistance provided 
by the European Investment Bank); 2. Sanctions directly aimed at individuals directly 
involved in the exercise of repression (travel bans and a freeze of asset); 3. Sanctions 
towards the repressive apparatus of the regime (including arms embargo); 4. Sanctions 
targeted specifi cally at the energy sector; and 5. Sanctions based on trade restrictions 
(Portela 2012). Travel bans and a freeze of assets were imposed on selected citizens of 
Syria by the Council Decision 302 from May 2011 (Offi cial Journal of the European 
Union 2011), with the number of individuals was gradually increased to 179 individuals 
and 53 entities by May 2013. The aim of this diplomatic pressure was fi rst to convince the 
regime of President Assad to adopt democratic reforms, and therefore President Assad was 
originally not included in the list of travel bans as he was fi rst considered to be a legitimate 
representative of the Syrian people and the EU intended to give him a chance to change 
his policy towards the opposition. 

The coercive effect of the sanctions did not however lead to democratic reforms or 
a regime change, and it was gradually replaced by a more intense constraining aspect 
of sanctions. Assad and his family were added to the sanction list in May 2013, and 
with continuous violence towards the regime opposition the EU moved to support the 
opposition with the aim to weaken the regime of President Assad. The EU recognized 
the SOC as the representative of the Syrian opposition in November 2012, and called for 
political reforms in Syria which would include Assad ś resignation (Council 2012). The 
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European Delegation to Syria was closed in December 2012 as a reaction to the severe 
security situation in the country, and some EU member states (such as Belgium, France 
and Italy) also closed their embassies in Syria.

Since the outbreak of violence in Syria, the EU has criticized the abuse of human 
rights and deteriorating humanitarian situation in the country. One of the most fundamental 
documents of the EU dealing with the crisis in Syria was the “Joint Communication to 
the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee 
and the Committee of the Regions towards a Comprehensive EU Approach to the Syrian 
Crisis” adopted in June 2013. This comprehensive strategy defi nes the approach of the 
EU in the fundamental areas of interest of the EU with respect to the crisis in Syria, 
aiming at 1. Support of a political solution that brings a sustainable solution to the crisis; 
2. Prevention of regional destabilization from the spillover of the confl ict to neighboring 
countries; 3. Addressing the dramatic humanitarian situation and assistance to the 
affected populations; and 4. Addressing the consequences of the confl ict on and in the EU 
(European Commission 2013a). As such the EU should, according to the Communication, 
a focus on justice and accountability and political settlements of the confl ict in Syria in 
cooperation with third countries and non–state organizations, and it should continue to 
impose targeted sanctions and deal with the weapons of mass destruction in Syria while 
simultaneously providing assistance to Syrian civilians and preventing radicalization and 
involvement of foreign (in particular European) fi ghters in the confl ict in Syria.

Concurrently with its own efforts to comprehensively address the crisis in Syria the EU 
also supported the efforts of the UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura as well as 
political reforms in Syria which would lead to the establishment of a transitional government 
(BBC 2014). The EU periodically issued press releases and statements on the situation in 
Syria condemning the violence and calling for political reforms, for example in the speech 
of Catherine Ashton in the European Parliament in September 2013 (EAAS d).

The EU has also closely monitored the situation in Syria in relation to the rise of the 
Islamic State and terrorism in the region, for example in the “Summary: 20 October 2014, 
Luxembourg – Council of the European Union Foreign Affairs meeting conclusions on the 
ISIL/Da’esh crisis in Syria and Iraq”, and the “Elements for an EU regional strategy for 
Syria and Iraq as well as the Da’esh threat” in February 2015. These documents outline 
the basic strategy for the EU approach towards ISIL and call for the EU to contribute 
to peace and security in Syria and the elimination of the terrorist threat in the region 
in particular, by stressing “the need for a sustained and comprehensive engagement to 
address the underlying dynamics of the confl ict through diplomatic engagement and 
long–term support for political reforms, socio–economic development and ethnosectarian 
reconciliation” (European Commission 2015b).

Despite the diplomatic and political efforts of the EU, its reaction to the crisis in Syria 
has not been effective, mainly because the Syrian opposition is very fragmented, thus 
making an effective political support to the opposition forces complicated. The EU and 
its representatives carried out numerous discussions with various fractions of the Syrian 
opposition, trying to contribute to the formation of a transitional government. However, 
the lack of common values and objectives among the Assad opposition limited the results 
of these efforts. As Norell and Pollock (2012) nevertheless point out, the majority of 
opposition forces in Syria prefer the democratic structures of the EU as the model for 
the government in Syria after Assad is ousted, but the lack of support from the West, 
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and the continued refusal to help militarily, gives the non–Islamist opposition precious 
little choice. The EU therefore must support the non–Islamist opposition, no matter how 
decentralized and fragmented it is, and democratic reforms in Syria, in order to contribute 
to stabilization of the situation in the country and the end of the civil war in Syria. 
Disputes concerning the priorities of the major European countries in their position to 
Syria is another factor which has limited the results of the EU diplomatic involvement in 
Syria (in particular the different interests of Germany, France and Great Britain as the 
main political leaders of the EU).

Diplomatic and political tools to suppress the violence in Syria have not reached the 
intended objective of ousting President Assad, and the EU thus subsequently imposed 
economic sanctions. The sanctions on Syria were imposed in line with the EU Common 
Foreign and Security Policy and in line with the US sanctions, as no UN sanctions had 
been imposed on Syria. The fi rst sanctions on Syria were imposed by the EU in May 2011 
by the Council Decision 2011/273/CFSP and Council Regulation No. 442/2011.3 The EU 
also imposed sanctions on the export of arms and telecommunication equipment to Syria 
and the export of oil and gas from Syria. Financial relationships with Syrian institutions, 
asset freezes and investments in energy industry were also banned by the embargo. 
The embargo was targeted to fi nancial and other supporters of the Assad regime and 
associated companies, entities and subsidiaries and military commanders and government 
ministers said to be involved in internal repression (Lester, O´Kane 2015). The embargo 
was gradually applied also to the export of crude oil, trade and banking and the embargo 
was also extended to the Bank of Syria, which was accused of trying to evade sanctions. 

However, the sanction policy of the EU did not lead to the end of violence and 
political reforms in Syria, which led to a change in the sanction policy of the EU. This was 
partly due to the fact that Russia and Iran did not apply sanctions to Syria and probably 
also enabled Syria to export its oil and other products via these countries (Portela 2012). 
The application of sanctions nevertheless had a signifi cant impact on the trade between 
the EU and Syria. Before the imposition of the sanctions, the EU was Syria’s fi rst trading 
partner. Syria ś main exports to the EU included oil and constituted approximately one 
third of Syria ś income from exports. The embargo which the EU imposed in September 
2011 led to a decrease in trade of almost €5 billion in 2012, the Syrian exports to the 
EU dropped by 90%, and the EU exports to Syria dropped by 61% compared to 2011 
(Guimelli, Ivan 2013). Six months after the oil embargo was imposed, the Syrian oil 
minister evaluated the losses produced by Western sanctions as $4 billion (Aji, Hubbard 
2012) and production dropped from 345,000 barrels per day in May 2011 to 71,000 in 
June 2013 (Guimelli, Ivan 2013). The loss of income from exports to the EU was partially 
compensated by the rise of Syrian exports to Lebanon and Iraq. Financial sanctions were 
eased by investments from Russia and Iran as the sanctions were effectively imposed only 
by the EU and not by the UN as a whole, allowing Syria to at least partially compensate 
the losses caused by the EU embargo. 

In April 2013 the EU decided to ease the oil embargo to limit the negative impact 
of the embargo on civilians in Syria by allowing the export of Syrian oil and petroleum 
products to the EU based on an agreement between the Syrian opposition and the EU. 

3 In June 2013 some elements of the arms embargo were lifted as a result of disagreement among 
EU member states. 
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However, this change did not contribute to an improved situation of the civil population 
in Syria as most of the oil production and pipelines were controlled either by the Assad 
regime or by various warlords including Islamist groups within the Syrian opposition, 
such as the Nusra Front or the Islamic State. 

Despite the EU effort to contribute to political changes, democratization and the 
end of violence in Syria, the impact of the economic sanctions on Syria was not less 
than anticipated.4 The failure of the EU to gain more effective results via sanctions 
was caused by the fact that the EU fi rst tried to support the Assad regime, and only 
gradually shifted to support of the regime fractionalized opposition. Another reason for 
the limited effectiveness of the EU economic sanctions towards Syria emerged from a lack 
of international coordination of the imposition of sanctions – the EU was one of the 
few international actors (besides Australia or Canada) that imposed sanctions against 
the Assad regime, without coordination of the sanctions with the United Nations and 
other important international actors such as the United States or Russia. The independent 
approach of Russia and Iran, which continued to supply Syria with arms and goods on the 
embargo list, and which enabled Syria to export its goods to these countries, also reduced 
the effectiveness of sanctions on Syria.

In addition to diplomatic, political and economic tools the EU also focused on security 
tools to contribute to a solution of the crisis in Syria. These security tools included an arms 
embargo and military assistance to the opposition forces. The EU imposed a full arms 
embargo on the Syrian regime from May 2011 to May 2013 in line with Council Decision 
No. 2011/273/CFSP and Council Regulation No 442/2011, which included an embargo on 
the supply of military equipment, arms, and equipment which might be used for internal 
repression. More detailed instructions for application of the arms embargo were set in the 
EU Council decisions from January 2012 (Council Regulation EU No. 36/2012, 18 January 
2012) and June 2012 (Council Regulation EU No. 509/2012, 16 June 2012), extending 
the arms embargo to telecommunications and interception equipment. By the Council 
Decision No. 2012/420/CFSP, 23 July 2012, the EU also called for its member states to 
inspect all vessels and aircraft bound for Syria to prevent weapons smuggling to Syria. 
Restrictive measures of the arms embargo were further expanded until March 2013 and 
modifi ed by the Council Decision No. 2012/739/CFSP, 29 November 2012. The sanctions 
on arms trade with Syria were further extended in February 2013 for an additional three 
months, with the emphasis on provision of non–lethal support and technical assistance to 
the Syrian opposition (SOC) for protection of civilians (for more information about the 
arms embargo on Syria see SIPRI 2013). 

The arms embargo was lifted by the Council Decision 2013/255/CFSP, 31 May 20135, 
as a result of disputes among the EU member states that were in particular divided on the 
question of whether the arms should be supplied to the Syrian opposition. The only EU 

4 The sanctions did not have any significant impact on the EU as the EU imported only about 1.5% 
of its oil needs from Syria. The EU states which were the most affected countries by the Syrian oil 
embargo were Germany, France and Italy, who were the main importers of Syrian oil.

5 However, military equipment that could be used for internal repression remained subject to export 
and import restrictions based on a specific EU list. Sanctions still apply to the supply of selected 
telecommunications and monitoring equipment and software. The weapons which the EU can 
supply to Syria after the arms embargo was lifted should be addressed to the SOC and other 
opposition forces for the protection of civilians. 
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countries which were interested in supplying arms to Syrian opposition were France and 
the United Kingdom, while the majority of the EU member states did not support weapon 
sales to Syria, being afraid of increased militarization in Syria (International Coalition for 
the Responsibility to Protect). The common approach of the EU member states towards 
the arms embargo thus collapsed in May 2013, and the countries have started to pursue 
their own independent arms policies towards Syria.

Despite the fact that the EU imposed an arms embargo on the regime in Syria, the 
EU opposed from the beginning direct military intervention in Syria. Direct military 
intervention was also refused by the EU President Herman Van Rompuy in his speech 
in November 2013 when he called for a political solution to the crisis in Syria (CTV 
News 2013). Military intervention in Syria was supported only by France and the United 
Kingdom, but the British parliament rejected military action in Syria in August 2013.

As a part of its involvement in the security fi eld, the EU also signifi cantly contributed 
to a reduction in the number of chemical weapons in Syria, maintaining pressure on Syria 
to dismantle the Syrian weapons program completely. However, there is little that the EU 
can do at the moment besides clearly signaling to Assad that the use or transfer of the 
weapons of mass destruction is a “red line” that would automatically trigger a NATO 
reaction (Elleman, Esfandiary and Hokayem 2012). Therefore, the EU should continue its 
pressure to conduct a complete destruction of weapons of mass destruction and it should 
also cooperate with the neighboring countries of Syria and Russia in this process to 
minimize the leaking of Syrian expertise in chemical weapon production should Assad’s 
regime lose control over the country (Elleman, Esfandiary and Hokayem 2012).

Another security concern related to the crisis in Syria is the fear of a rising number 
of European citizens fi ghting in Syria, in particular in the Islamist opposition to Assad ś 
regime. Based on recent analyses, the estimated number of Europeans fi ghting in ISIL 
is around 6.000, mostly from France, United Kingdom, Germany, Belgium and Sweden 
(RFE 2015a; Buchan 2015; Holden 2015). The main concern of the EU is to prevent 
citizens of the EU from joining the Islamist movements in Syria and to closely monitor 
the returnees from Syria as potential security threats in the EU, stressing the role of the 
Counter Terrorism Coordinator and information exchange among the EU member states. 
The four priorities in this area identifi ed by the Council in 2014 included prevention, 
information exchange/identifi cation and detection of travel, criminal justice response 
and cooperation with third countries. (Council of the European Union 2014a). Despite 
the efforts of the EU and its member states to reduce the number of Europeans fi ghting 
in Syria on the side of the Islamist movements, there has not been any signifi cant 
decline in the number of Europeans fi ghting on the side of the Islamist movements. On 
the contrary, some indicators show an increase in the number of European fi ghters for 
ISIL (Council of the European Union 2014b). As a reaction to this failure the European 
Commission adopted an updated Communication on prevention of radicalization to 
terrorism and violent extremism in January 2014 whose main objective is to prevent 
further radicalization and recruitment of terrorists from within the EU member states by 
promoting security and justice, supporting mainstream opinion over extremism, supporting 
civil society and countering online radicalization and recruitment of terrorists (European 
Commission 2014). 

The area in which the EU has been so far probably the most successful in easing 
the situation of the Syrian population has been the humanitarian area, in particular the 
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question of refugees.6 The number of refugees has been growing since the outbreak of 
the crisis in Syria in 2011. The data of the UNHCR estimate that by mid–2014 almost 
11 million of Syria’s 22 million population was affected by the confl ict and in need of 
humanitarian assistance, including 6.5 million internally displaced, often multiple times 
(UNHCR 2015a). The EU countries which are among the most affected by the refugee 
crisis are in particular the Southern countries of the EU such as Italy, Greece, Bulgaria 
and France, and developed EU countries with a favorable refugee policy such as Germany 
or Sweden. The number of refugees to the EU is growing; however, it still represents only 
a fraction of the total number of refugees and IDPs from Syria. The EU also signifi cantly 
contributes to the assistance to refugees in Syria and in neighboring countries. The EU has 
donated around €3.6 in humanitarian, development, economic and stabilization assistance. 
The EU, in cooperation with other relief organizations such as the UNHCR, supports 
the refugees in Syria by providing food, water, medical supplies, shelter and fi nancial 
assistance to refugees. The importance of the refugee question was also discussed at the 
Conference on the Syrian Refugee Situation – Supporting Stability in the Region – in 
Berlin in October 2014 and in its fi nal Berlin Communiqué, which stressed the need to 
promote peace and stability in Syria, address the humanitarian, economic and security 
needs of the population in Syria and of Syrian refugees in host countries, and the need to 
prepare conditions for safe repatriation of refugees (Federal Foreign Offi ce 2014). As the 
refugee crisis intensifi ed, the EU increased its humanitarian assistance to the refugees 
in Syria and in neighboring countries in particular in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq 
by €136 million in 2015 (European Commission 2015b). The major conditions of the EU 
humanitarian assistance in Syria include compliance with international humanitarian law, 
protection of civilians and guarantee of the safety of humanitarian personnel. 

The new comprehensive strategy of the EU “Elements for an EU regional strategy for 
Syria and Iraq as well as the Da’esh threat” in February 2015 also addressed the question 
of the refugees. It called for a more active involvement of the EU in the crisis in Syria, 
using instruments of solidarity and political support, and promising to contribute at least 
€400 million invested by the European Commission in humanitarian aid, which aims 
to cover the needs inside Syria and Iraq, as well as in neighboring countries (Council 
of the European Union 2015). The question of refugees was also discussed at the Third 
International Pledging Conference for Syria in Kuwait in March 2015, where the EU 
pledged €1.1 billion for assistance to Syrian refugees. This pledge includes €500 million 
in humanitarian aid, as well as early recovery and longer–term stabilization assistance 
(European Commission 2015b).

The EU is aware of the necessity to simultaneously assist countries which carry the 
biggest burden connected with the infl ux of refugees, in particular Turkey, Lebanon and 
Jordan, as stability in these countries is important for prevention of confl ict spillover to 
these countries. The EU has contributed more than €44 million in assistance to refugees in 
Turkey since the outbreak of the civil war in Syria. Originally this assistance was aimed in 
particular to support the refugees in refugee camps, but since 2014 the assistance focuses 

6 As this question is very current and numerous analyses have been published on this topic (such as 
http://syrianrefugees.eu, http://www.resettlement.eu/news/focus–syria), this article discusses only 
the most significant aspects of the EU involvement in this field as of April 2015. The latter refugee 
crisis is thus not the subject of analysis in this article.
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on off–campus refugees (European Commission 2015b). The EU closely cooperates 
with the Turkish government, UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations to ease 
the situation of the refugees in Turkey, focusing in particular on the provision of health 
services in cooperation with the World Health Organization, on humanitarian funding and 
assistance to child refugees in cooperation with People in Need, Concern International 
and the Children of Peace initiative. The EU contributed an additional €13 million via 
the Instrument for Pre–Accession Assistance to support health services to the refugees in 
Turkey through UNHCR, and €8.8 million to support the project of UNICEF to provide 
schooling to Syrian refugee child refugees (European Commission 2015b).

Conclusion

Syria has been historically an important space for Europe, and therefore the EU has 
closely monitored the situation in Syria since the outbreak of the violence in Syria 
in 2011. The EU has used a variety of political, diplomatic, economic, security and 
humanitarian tools to contribute to the end of the civil war in Syria. However, most of 
the EU efforts have failed, mainly because of the deeply fragmented opposition in Syria, 
whose lack of common values and objectives (apart from the ousting of President Assad) 
complicated the contribution of the EU to a successful regime change in Syria. However, 
on the other hand the fact that the Syrian opposition has been so decentralized has 
contributed to the situation in which the regime of President Assad had not been simply 
able to crush the opposition. As the confl ict continues, there are increased worries 
about the rise of Islamist forces in Syria, in particular of the Islamic state, as a result 
of the civil war. The majority of the opposition forces nevertheless support democratic 
values and view the EU as a suitable model of government after the regime change in 
Syria, and therefore the political support of changes in Syria should continue to be one 
of the EU priorities.

Other reasons why the EU has so far not been successful in contributing to a change 
of regime in Syria issues from the lack of consensus within the EU states and lack of 
a common foreign and security policy of the EU towards Syria. This represents a major 
obstacle to a more proactive EU involvement in the Syrian crisis. Discrepancies between 
the EU and the USA on the approach towards Syria has also signifi cantly undermined the 
EU effort to solve the crisis in Syria. Last, but not least, the EU has also focused on the 
solution of additional crises and controversial issues since 2011 which were signifi cant 
for European security, such as the crisis in Ukraine and negotiations with Iran about its 
nuclear program. These developments caused the EU ś attention to shift from Syria to 
other issues and regions.

The EU has thus focused more on diplomatic pressure on Syria, both directly and 
indirectly in cooperation with other international players and on humanitarian assistance 
to the Syrian population and Syrian refugees both in Syria and in the neighboring 
countries. Such EU assistance aimed at improvement of the situation of the refugees and 
prevention of the confl ict spillover to the region to maintain stability in the Middle East. 
However, the direct military operation of the EU was never considered as only France 
and the United Kingdom were in favor of a direct military involvement in Syria, and such 
operations had not been approved. The EU nevertheless agreed to lift the arms embargo 
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and agreed to supply weapons to the opposition forces which could gradually lead to 
weakening of the Assad regime and ousting of President Assad from offi ce.

The least successful was the EU economic pressure on Syria, which included 
sanctions and an embargo on Syrian exports. However, as this embargo was imposed only 
by the EU and not in coordination with the United Nations, which refused the sanctions, 
it failed because important players like Russia and Iran continued to supply the Assad 
regime with the items to which the embargo applied, and continued to import sanctioned 
goods from Syria. As Guimelli and Ivan (2013) point out, the Syrian case thus shows that 
sanctions alone are unlikely to change the fate of a civil war, especially when the targets 
have signifi cant external support and the authors of the sanctions have reduced leverage 
and reduced capacity to control the fl ow of goods and the movement of people across 
borders. 
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