
The Crisis in syria
Chair’s summary

The Liechtenstein institute on self-Determination at 
Princeton University (LisD) convened a special semi-
nar, “The Crisis in syria,” in Triesenberg, Principality of 
Liechtenstein, november 15-17, 2013. representatives 
and experts from 20 states, as well as Christian religious 
leaders from syria and neighboring states were present 
at this private meeting. Participants included archbishop 
Diego Causero, apostolic nuncio to Liechtenstein and 
switzerland; Metropolitan hilarion of Volokolamsk, 
Chairman of the Department of external Church re-
lations of the russian Orthodox Patriarchat, Moscow; 
Prince hans adam ii, reigning Prince of Liechtenstein; 
ambassador Prince nikolaus of Liechtenstein, repre-
sentative of the Principality of Liechtenstein to the holy 
see; ambassador alexander aksenyonok, institute of 
Oriental studies, Moscow; ambassador Lakhdar Bra-
himi, joint Un representative for syria; Colonel sam 
Gardiner, United states air Force (retired); ambassador 
Gabriela von habsburg, Georgian institute for strategic 
studies; ambassador Christian Wenaweser, Permanent 
representative of Liechtenstein to the Un; ambassador 
Volkmar Wenzel, representative for the Middle east, 
German Foreign Office, Berlin. The seminar was chaired 
by Professor Wolfgang Danspeckgruber, Director of 
LisD. 

Discussions focused on the development of new ideas 
and strategies for the planned Geneva ii peace confer-
ence, and how to bring about an end to hostilities in 
syria. specifically, participants engaged in a simulation 
of possible strategic developments and potential results 
in the overall situation; analyzed challenges to create an 
effective ceasefire and end of hostilities through multiple 
levels of analysis; and addressed the issues of human se-
curity, kidnappings, starvation and refugees, weapons of 
mass destruction, terrorism and radicalization, and the 
impact of regional neighbors and concerned internation-
al powers.

The syria COnFLiCT PUZZLe

The dearth of international political will is a defining ele-
ment of the syria conflict puzzle. Comprised of manifold 
actors on multiple levels, this is a high-stakes conflict for 
many, not least of which is the assad government. Most 
observers agree that it has approached the conflict with 
little concern for humanitarian consequences or material 
costs or time. While the conflict is less of an immedi-
ate priority for some actors, the reality is that there are 
many involved states, groups, and non-state actors. each 
brings with it its own, often competing objectives and 
ambitions. added to the syria puzzle is a situation on 
the ground wherein the armed opposition is increas-
ingly divided, fragmented, and radicalized. Most impor-
tantly, however, is the dramatic humanitarian suffering 
that exists, with more than 2.5 million official refugees 
in the region and more than 6.5 million internally dis-
placed peoples within syria. Concern is particularly 

great for civilians, especially women and children, both 

March 2014

Policy Brief



within syria and its neighborhood, and for the spillover 
effects of the conflict on Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, and 
iraq. human security challenges are mounting with kid-
nappings and sexual crimes rampant, critical shortages of 
food, medicine, electricity and heating materials, and de-
nial of access for those attempting to supply humanitar-
ian aid. a serious humanitarian disaster with far reaching 
political, geographic, and religious-cultural ramifications 
is in the making.

The international community is at a loss for how to ap-
proach such an intractable crisis, leaving policymakers 
searching for fresh ideas. Great power rivalry, the fight for 
survival by the government and its associates, the abso-
lute ambition of some to win the conflict, increasing rad-
icalization, and competition by other crises elsewhere has 
only served to forestall effective negotiations, continue 
and even prolong the suffering, and diminish hopes for 
an effective solution in the near term. The longer the cri-
sis continues, the higher the attraction for radical forces 
outside syria and the appeal for young recruits, including 
europeans, to participate. 

The difficulties faced by the international community in 
arranging talks between groups representing the opposi-

tion and the government in the lead up to Geneva ii 
underscores the lack of effective and cohesive leadership 
on the ground that has greatly increased the complex-
ity of the situation. Within government forces, militias 
are forming around prominent commanders, dampening 
the level of control that the government reliably main-
tains within its ranks. it is likely that this trend can be 
expected to continue, particularly the current strategic 
stalemate between government and opposition forces, 
as long as the crisis continues. Within the opposition, 
some rebel battalions are beginning to enter pragmatic 
alliances with one another, and there is also infighting 
among them, which only adds to the many dimensions 
already constituting the undefined and disparate syrian 
opposition. at the same time, the rise of extremist ele-
ments continues to drive a wedge between these groups 
vying for political influence and physical power. Their 
gains have further stoked regional and international fears 
of a possible safe-haven from which al-Qaeda affiliated 
groups can conduct acts of international terrorism.

Citing a lack of options, and the misperception fostered 
by other arab spring states that assad would quickly 
fall, the United states and other members of the inter-
national community have played a waiting game, while 
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there is also great crisis fatigue. The current model for a 
diplomatic solution hails from elements of the successes 
of the 1990s, most notably the 1995 Dayton accords, 
which brought an end to the Bosnian War, though in a 
totally different international system than exists today. 

as the humanitarian situation worsens dramatically and 
extremist groups pose an international threat, the stakes 
will increase for all players, potentially bringing them to 
the negotiating table. a framework for understanding, 
approaching, and most of all dealing with the crisis in 
syria must incorporate at least these two key challenges 
to stand any chance at providing a solution to the ever 
increasingly dire conflict.

POinTs OF DisCUssiOn

as one participant noted, paraphrasing henry Kiss-
inger, “in conflict, the government loses if it does not 
win. The opposition wins if they do not lose.” But as the 
crisis in syria shows, the longer the conflict continues, 
the neighborhood, the region, and indeed all involved 
will lose.

historical Dimensions

The historical dimensions and the role of the state in 
arab countries were a point of contention and frame 
differing points of view expressed in the seminar. some 
suggested that the conflict is developing increasingly 
along sectarian, essentialist lines. a participant stated 
that the future of syria was not with the state but rather 
with sectarian division, militias, and religious extrem-
ism. Others argued that while the state was shattered 
and under threat, it should not be hastily cast aside. syr-
ian nationalism remains a salient identity and should 
not be discounted. 

Participants also noted that the syrian government re-
mains vigorously committed to exercising the mecha-
nisms of sovereignty, including diplomacy, the judicia-
ry, and the economy. The state has fought back with 
overwhelming violence to defend itself domestically and 
has vehemently defended its sovereignty in the interna-

tional arena. at the end of 2013 the assad government 
seemed to be more settled and indeed on the offensive 
both militarily and diplomatically. The syrian state, na-
tionalist identity, and the implications of the exercise of 
state sovereignty remain essential to the government’s 
strategy, which has to date seen strong support by rus-
sia and iran. 

Weapons of Mass Destruction

The chemical attacks documented in summer 2013 ele-
vated the syria crisis with the prospect of U.s. interven-
tion in the conflict. They also presented an opportunity 
to allow the assad government, supported by russia, to 
cooperate with the international community in a man-
ner that could potentially allow the United states to 
walk back its long-standing demand that “assad must 
go.” Continued cooperation on the removal of chemi-
cal weapons from syria is critical both to diffusing the 
potential for escalation of the crisis over the issue, as well 
as to build momentum within the international com-
munity for an agreement to end the fighting, with the 
assad government as a potential partner in this and to 
lend some truth to the “red line.” The chemical weapons 
issue and the so-called “russian Proposal,” based upon 
a suggestion by U.s. secretary of state John Kerry, re-
stored some measure of Bashar al-assad’s international 
legitimacy.

although the destruction of chemical weapons in syria 
proceeds, albeit slowly, even with the dismantling of 
syria’s weapons of mass destruction, the specter of bio-
logical warfare looms as a potential issue. United states 
Director of national intelligence James Clapper recent-
ly stated that syria has the potential to arm its scud mis-
siles with biological weapons such as ricin, which would 
represent a significant threat to all neighboring states. 
Participants questioned the credibility of this claim, 
noting the advanced scientific knowledge required for 
aerosol dispersal of such weapons, the degradation over 
time of any syrian biological program, and the feasibil-
ity of arming said weapons with biological weapons. But 
given the level of attention the use of chemical weap-
ons received, as well as the potential threats posed by 



biological weapons in the conflict, discussants recom-
mend a greater focus on the issue in advance of any po-
tential operational use. What, for example, should be 
done about the deployment of barrel bombs used with 
devastating efficiency?

Destroying chemical weapons might still endanger 
people and/or the environment. Further, it remains un-
certain how real the intent of the assad government is 
to fulfill its obligations to turn over and destroy all the 
chemical weapons and production facilities in a timely 
manner. Participants discussed the likelihood of a sce-
nario in which the removal of chemical weapons stalls 
and delegations from the United states and russia of-
fer competing narratives blaming the government or the 
opposition for the breakdown in the agreement. such a 
potential development should be anticipated, and plans 

should be made in advance to avoid such a result. 

Borders 

seminar participants agreed on the fundamental role of 
syria’s external boundaries, but questioned the extent to 
which they can be controlled as the conflict escalates. 
Borders are politically central for defining the state of 
syria and will therefore play a major role in shaping any 
type of international negotiations, as well as in address-
ing the spillover effects in the region. Despite the rec-
ognized importance of these boundaries, syria’s borders 
are becoming increasingly porous. 

all of syria’s borders are characterized by varying degrees 
of permeability, notwithstanding the relative stability 
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of the border with Jordan. The border with Lebanon 
is a significant concern in terms of the ease with which 
radical actors or weaponry can travel or be transferred. 
While the border with Turkey is well defined, in many 
areas it more closely resembles a porous and dangerous 
“no-man’s land.” The refugee crisis is also a major is-
sue in addressing the humanitarian aspects of displaced 
populations along syrian borders in general. 

Overall, the control of syria’s borders is an increasingly 
crucial issue that all actors agree must be resolved in or-
der to help stabilize the internal situation as well as ad-
dress the humanitarian dimension. The unstable condi-
tion of syria’s borders has direct bearing on the country’s 
territorial integrity.

international involvement 
or international absence 

it has become clear that the longer the conflict goes on, 
the more intense the fighting, destruction, death, fleeing, 
and rates of radicalization will become. The absence of ef-
fective humanitarian and other assistance on the ground 
from the West enables others to become the “feeding 
hand” and earn concomitant influence and gratitude. 
But international involvement hinges on complexities 
and internal and external competing interests, includ-
ing attention and resources diverted away by other crises 
elsewhere. There are powers who really want to decide 
the syria situation to their advantage and hence have a 
real national interest in it, namely saudi arabia, rus-
sia, Turkey, Qatar, and iran. But they do not necessarily 
work in tandem with each other, and potentially have 
competing interests. Then there are neighboring states 
whose concerns are more immediate, Lebanon, Jordan, 
iraq, israel, and, again, Turkey. France and the United 
Kingdom, former regional colonial powers, Germany as 
a state which has been connected with syria for decades, 
as well as powers who have no direct national interest 
including the United states and italy, are all concerned 
with the outcome. Finally, there are important non-state 
actors, some considered to be of radical orientation like 

Key DiPLOMaTiC MissTePs
in The syria Crisis

•	 Great powers’ suggestions and promises regard-
ing a no-fly zone and protective zones without 
appropriate military analysis or back-up.

•	 Underestimating leadership and crisis capacities 
due to lack of expertise concerning the country 
of interest.

•	 Declaring a leader a “dead man” too quickly.
•	 ignoring the realities of (great) power interests, 

relevance of great power politics, and impor-
tance of non-state actors.

•	 ignoring the interests and stakes of certain lead-
ers ad personam.

•	 Taking steps without considering and respecting 
their potential and unintended consequences, 
and not being ready to react appropriately in 
case of failure. 

•	 ignoring the sequence of time, stakes, and po-
tential costs in a given crisis and for other issues.

•	 ignoring the ramifications of failed policies else-
where and of multiple, potentially mutually re-
inforcing crises.

•	 ignoring the power of “crisis fatigue” and “numb-
ness to suffering,” and being overwhelmed by 
crises. 

•	 Denying appropriate backing to one’s key voice 
abroad due to domestic political competition.

•	 exacerbating the relevance of one kind of weap-
ons (for political expedience) while ignoring 
other devastating kinds and the overall conduct 
of war.

•	 inappropriately conflating high diplomacy, 
show business, and social media.

•	 ignoring past political lessons, especially those 
made in the same region.

•	 Lack of a grand vision and development of a 
grand strategy.



hezbollah, and powerful individual actors to consider. 
Then too exists the possibility of massive assistance com-
ing in from even more radical elements from islamic 
states and communities. 

Christians and Positive neutrality

The presence of senior Christian clergy at the seminar 
brought to the fore the deteriorating situation of Chris-
tians in the Middle east. Clergy largely expressed a stance 
of “positive neutrality” towards the conflict but decried 
the killing and bloodshed and an uncertain future under 
extremist groups. Christians in syria have enjoyed equal 
protections under the assad government and refuse the 
term “minority” groups and any associated connotation 
that they are disadvantaged. it was debated whether the 
Christians are now experiencing a genocide in syria, but 
it was clearly evident how much the Christian commu-
nity is under duress. For example, unknown forces kid-
napped Bishops Mar Gregorios yohanna ibrahim and 
Boulos yazigi in april 2013, two highly visible Chris-
tian community leaders in syria. although deliberate 
attacks on Christian communities have been limited to 
date, much of syria’s historic Christian architecture has 
been damaged or destroyed. For centuries Christians 
have been an amalgam in syrian society between the 
various ethnic religious groups. now there seems to be 
an effort by some to make them leave. it is desirable that 
the Christians remain in syria and that they receive suf-
ficient aid and protection in order to be able to do so.

Women and Demographics

The syria conflict is marked by astounding levels of suf-
fering by women and children from causes ranging from 
the sheer brutality of the fighting to rape, starvation, 
and denial of basic humanitarian assistance. With this 
as a backdrop, participants discussed women as political 
agents and as independent social actors. excepting the 
case of Tunisia and its Code of Personal status which 
raised the legal marriage age and granted women greater 
social and legal rights, the political and social status of 
women in the arab Middle east of late has been largely 
stagnant. This has important immediate consequences 

related to women’s participation, especially in the po-
litical realm, and longer-term consequences as related 
to the “youth bulge” in the region. importantly, women 
must be participants in any future peace negotiations.

CriTiCaL OBJeCTiVes
anD reCOMMenDaTiOns

any possible way forward must recognize that it is 
first imperative to stop the fighting in syria and pro-
vide necessary humanitarian assistance. Based on these 
overarching considerations, the seminar produced five 
critical objectives and eight recommendations for new 
initiatives.

Critical Objectives 

•	 stop the fighting, establish a ceasefire, and ascer-
tain effective humanitarian assistance and sup-
plies. enforcement of a ceasefire may range from 
public naming and shaming of transgressors of 
any agreement to more rigorous, military-based 
actions.

•	 stop the radicalization and inflow of militants, as 
well as the inflow of financial support, weapons, 
and ammunition.

•	 stop the use of heavy weaponry and weapons of 
mass destruction, and hold to account those who 
continue their use.

•	 ensure continuing territorial integrity and sover-
eignty of syria.

•	 Do not lose focus and relent on efforts for syria 
because of other crises that develop elsewhere.



recommendations

1. Develop a framework to appreciate and system-
atize the multidimensional character of the con-
flict and to prioritize issues, challenges, and parties 
involved.

2. strengthen the position of the Un special repre-
sentative and permit him to talk to as many actors 
as possible.

3. Facilitate the provision of effective humanitar-
ian aid to those in all areas of the country and 
in neighboring states. This is not only a human 
obligation but potentially works to counteract 
radicalization. 

4. Develop and implement effective and substan-
tive initiatives while highlighting the increasingly 
grave humanitarian crisis, syria’s chemical and bi-
ological weapons capabilities, the specter of syria 
becoming a breeding ground for international ter-
rorist groups, and increasing the potential appeal 
for young ones in the region and europe to join 
the fighting. These initiatives must ensure:

a) that negotiations take place with as many par-
ties from the ground as possible;

b) that all concerned parties feel involved and 
with buy in;

c) that a ceasefire and cessation of humanitarian 
carnage can be reached and sustained, and ef-
fective humanitarian assistance created;

d) that an international or outside force is willing 
and ready to stabilize and keep the peace.

e) that the possibility of presidential elections, 
called for by the assad government, are antici-
pated.

5. encourage sponsoring countries to effectively co-
ordinate their funding and support of opposition 
groups through a “Friends of syria” group and 
encourage neighboring states to rethink their rela-
tionship to the conflicting parties and address and 
coordinate border controls, transit, infiltration, 
and smuggling accordingly.

6. Because concomitant crises have the potential to 
induce fatigue and numbness to suffering, develop 
a strategic approach which ascertains continuous 
support and involvement even in view of the stra-
tegic shadow created by other crises and/or mutu-
ally reinforcing multiple crises—including events 
in regional states like egypt and ongoing events in 
states outside the region including Ukraine, the 
Caucasus, and the situation of contested islands in 
the south China sea.

7. establish an initiative of Great Power arrange-
ment, including russia and China, with buy-in 
from the syrian diaspora, following on the experi-
ences of previous multiple crises.

8. Mobilize senior religious leaders of all faiths and 
denominations to influence key stakeholders and 
bring about a recognition that it is a human moral 
imperative to stop the killing and assist all civil-
ians in syria and the region. 
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The LieChTensTein COLLOQUiUM

“The Crisis in syria” was a meeting sponsored under the 
aegis of the Liechtenstein Colloquium on european and 
international affairs (LCM). The LCM is a platform 
for crisis management, conflict resolution, and educa-
tion. it maintains an ongoing series of private colloquia, 
workshops, and seminars devoted to informed and frank 
discussions of specific topics with the goal of advancing 
peace and prosperity in the world. The LCM is inde-
pendent, international, intergenerational, interdisciplin-
ary, innovative, and educative with equal participation 
independent of gender, ethnicity, culture, and religion. 
The LCM provides a neutral forum for discussion and 
exchanges of ideas among a variety of stakeholders. The 
meetings are private, off the record, and by invitation 
only. The first LCM was held in 1989, and since there 
have been over forty meetings.


