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WORKING GROUP 1
ANALYSIS OF SYRIA: LESSONS LEARNED

This Working Group explored the links between climate change, natural resource mismanagement and state
fragility, looking specifically at Syria and the Euphrates Basin. The Working Group explored how, in a time of
multiple competing security priorities, the region and the international community can better prepare for and
mitigate climate risks by integrating climate impacts and natural resource constraints into their national
security and foreign policy priorities.

Moderator:  Caitlin Werrell, Center for Climate and Security
Speakers: Francesco Femia, Center for Climate and Security

Rami Nakhla, Yale University

Colin Kelley, University of California

Marcus King, George Washington University
Rapporteur: Nasser Yassin, American University of Beirut
Infographics: Philippe Rekacewicz, Visionscarto.net

1. CHALLENGES'

While we should not overstate the role of climate change in specific and complex human
events, such as the current refugee crisis, it is equally unhelpful to underestimate the
comprehensive scale of climate risks in the region, which impinge on a broad range of
environmental, social, political and economic drivers of state fragility (see, for example, the
G7-commissioned report “A New Climate for Peace”).2 Indeed, climate change risks may
already be playing a destabilising role in the Middle East and North Africa, by straining
critical water and food resources.

As we highlighted in 2012, a combination of extreme drought, natural resource
mismanagement and population dynamics helped set the conditions for a fragile Syrian
state. From 2007-2010, the country experienced the worst drought in its history of records.
This drought was part of a trend of declining winter precipitation in the region —a trend
linked to climate change (Hoerling et al, 2011).* According to a recent study published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, climate change made this drought two to
three times more likely to occur (Kelley et al, 2015).5

This section is extracted from Werrell Cand Femia F, ‘On Syrian Refugees and Climate Change: The Risks
of Oversimplifying and Underestimating the Connection’ (10 September 2015) (hereinafter Werrell and
Femia 2015)

; Additional information can be found in King MD, Climate
Change, Water Scarcity and Violent Extremism in Iraq and Syria (Conference Paper presented at World Water
Week, Stockholm, Sweden 24 August 2015)
A New Climate for Peace, ‘Report: A New Climate for Peace: Taking Action on Climate and Fragility Risks’

Femia F and Werrell C, Syria: Climate Change, Drought and Social Unrest (Briefer 29 February 2012) (hereinafter
Femia and Werrell Syria 2012)

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), ‘NOAA study: Human-caused climate change a
major factor in more frequent Mediterranean droughts’

Kelley CP et al, Climate change in the Fertile Crescent and implications of the recent Syrian drought (Abstract)

[59]|



|60

Planetary Security Conference Report

Combined with water, food and land mismanagement by the al-Assad regime, which
subsidised water-intensive agriculture, this drought contributed to the devastation of a
significant percentage of Syria’s crop and rangeland,® and the displacement of 2 million
farmers and herders, many of whom fled to urban centres. This massive internal
displacement went largely unnoticed by the international community, and the underlying
food and water crisis was not adequately captured in popular fragility indices.” Indeed, in
early 2011, Syria was still broadly believed to be immune to the instability® that other “Arab
Spring” countries were experiencing. While it is not clear precisely how this significant
internal displacement of peoples contributed to the revolutionary movement, it is clear that
Syria was already a fragile place, and that climatic stresses were a factor in that fragility.

2. RESPONSES

The complexity of predicting, responding and preparing for climate and state fragility
involves an array of agencies, both government and non-governmental too great in number
to compile into a single list. Two valuable sources for further information are the following:

The Climate Security 101 - Resource Hub? includes resources on the nexus of climate
change and security. These include materials from the U.S. government as well as other
governments and regional institutions, international institutions, and other academic,
think tank and NGO sources plus links to other on-line collections.

Water and Conflict'® - Oregon State, Transboundary Water Dispute Database: The
Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database (TFDD) is a database intended for use in aiding
the process of water conflict prevention and resolution. This database, a project of the
Oregon State University College of Earth, Ocean, and Atmospheric Sciences, was developed
in collaboration with the Northwest Alliance for Computational Science and Engineering.

3. FURTHER READING

The Center for Climate and Security provides a “One-stop list of resources on Syria,
drought, climate change and unrest”:

Water Conflict: In an ongoing effort to understand the connections between water
resources, water systems, and international security and conflict, the Pacific Institute
initiated a project in the late 1980s to track and categorise events related to water and
conflict, which has been continuously updated since. A new interactive format,
introduced in 2009, presents the information three ways, to better illustrate how
conflicts over water impact history (Table, Timeline and Map):

Femia and Werrell Syria 2012
Werrell C, Femia F and Sternberg T, Did We See It Coming?: State Fragility, Climate Vulnerability, and the Uprisings
in Syria and Egypt (Abstract) (2015)

Al-Tamimi AJ and Svadkovsky O, ‘Demography is Destiny in Syria: The “peripheralism” and Malthusian
underpinnings of an unexpected uprising’

Climate Security 101, ‘Resource Hub’

© Oregon State University, ‘The Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database’ (TFDD)



Working Group 1

|61]

INALIEMDIFTAEYLING S MO L3N DY YISHNOISIA » E3MIIETY JddriHd A0 030w 30D
Ipumpia =g e wopuny s A uey) o wen o o somdaron o Sy G oo u) di eaglve Gogud pur sau Srarpumed sy e ng e P upag g 1 0 g ¥ wrlf igrired peaies s <) LseRRG

SRy 0wy O
(saure> djeniie yauym jo)

NOGYD

Knwu [pag) v pue) 5y T Dﬂ“au E.t.n_ﬂ —
auasasd Ay ysiug pue ue sy THNAaY >
JUVHIOWEa YININS" D3

sueas swnuew s ()
ugmeNEa e R0 @
Faald WU jo 35U 4BIH
uoprsuey Aleuognjosas-1sod up saunoy _.—l—
Piom qesy [

{suopezuebio paeje
pue epreb-iy ‘ares dweysy) sdnoub ispeyy [l

sanuogne .
12233 43 4o 0103 s 210w Aiie 30u K101133) Yeg o)
2U3{0f P2 AIGRISUL J0 UORUIKS 10 451 gu,

uopeuawbesy
jorssanoud i sew uado u Kiojusay 1o apers. [

aauafors. [T] Siomues uazoly @uw siayun: sofepy ’,
Ramgeasus jo seasy
3x23u0) [e3i3ijodoan

-
My30 -
NN e
¥ ﬂ'
/ ey WSO qeyqg nqy
! 3 .
© iepums

NID NvASINIvL &  uesipay Uoneuna AZHHAL :
N SISO = e uesgs L T . . o
: ! Moy JA" 8 ey
Y . Lo L ELT BN WVINEIHY o)
L e vt . WRUOED 1. vIswors e Al



Planetary Security Conference Report

BN B0 LINTOLEVISROINA - Z3RAMIVHTH JddIMd A8 031¥33

TP 0 W K oL i 4 wour w4 s e 1 Rl s e o
ieisi.:a!s;txfilis e sk 40 0 ST i
; ) i i (sjuuns) voieindod L T al
AR UG PUR UEYS 208 ysipamy jo fajsusp yBid | ||| i 00z oot L]
S| eS| g._ﬂi!m [ ]
sz, o

RSy (ung Yy suswapong & suodily
BIug @ ¢

=

RIS @

Kaoyimy
Ay . _..aax_wﬁ
i _._.{w el

viavyy lanvs

Lliamni

NYa¥OT

YigvaY 1ONYS
NVYI

uRIIN

Fawe
EEpy-——y
aa

MOl /P NON YT

LEL
WINPT

s e

. .uiau?mm

NVYI AN ¢ L 5
q . N M S Wi
ayl 5 - L |

- . . AINENL
uonnquysiq uotendog

o
©



Working Group 1

BLACK SEA GEGRGI
AZERBAIJAN
ARMENIA
Nakhichevan
TURKEY (Azerbaijan) S
KABA
Lake
KARAKAYA Urmia
ATATURK
GOLKOY
BAKHMA IRAN
ESK1 Mossu
MOoSSOULIL " /" g Arbil

DUKAN

BATMA
o Kirkuk

DARBANDIKHAN

DI.YALA WEIR

HADITAH KHﬁN BEN SAAD
KAHN BAGHDAD/ y

|63 ]

JORDAN IRAQ Nadjaf o]

SAUDI o
ARABIA Nasiriyah 4!. gorah
Chatt-al- %
Water Resources and Uses in Arab KUWAIT

the Euphrates and Tigris Valleys Kuwait City ®

Area more or less controled by
the Islamic State (IS)

=
I Irrigated crops
—
d

(saline soils)

Alluvial plains: potential
for irrigation

Main dams

A
A e Swamps
ale Disclaimer: to the extent possible guidelines of the Geospatial Information Section of
the United Nations have been followed in the creation of this map. The boundaries,
o o . names and symbols on this map in no way imply formal acceptance o recognition of
Horticulture them by the Kingdom of the Netherlands.

0 200 400 km

L
k T 1

CREATED BY PHILIPPE REKACEWICZ - VISIONSCARTO.NET FOR PLANETARYSE CURITY.NL



|64 |

Planetary Security Conference Report

65N -
50N -
45N -
40N -
35N -
30N
he / :
25N - —
20W 10W
Mediterranean droughts
Reds and aranges highlight lands
arcund the Mediterranean that

experienced significantly drier winters
during 1971-2010 than the
comparison period of 1902-2010.

The Situation in Syria

e T
e R

.‘l\h—:ﬂlt
Tilarmrss Sem
-cmﬁd

@ el
-:::ludtmud-

a1
- Lok .
- . il : ( £ _“b- V "?’\
v "y g P g .
R\_. . < al h
5 g :
: '_-" Ll A - I -
. J j e *.__-I' Y
ot e 4 £
0 10E 20E 30E 40E S50E
Millimeters
-l T [ T ]
-60-48-36-24—-12 0 12 24 66 48 60



Working Group 1

4. ANALYSIS

The war in Syria is calamitous by all means. More than 300,000 have been killed since the
Assad regime militarily clamped down the popular protests that erupted in 2011. The war
resulted in the largest population displacement since World War II estimated at 11 million
people. The causes of war in Syria are multifaceted, as most civil wars. The environmental
factor, however, is not to be discounted.

The case of Syria clearly demonstrates how climate change when coupled with other
political, economic and demographic stresses can be a major factor of state and societal
fragility. Mismanagement of water resources and their unsustainable use by Syrian
authorities exacerbated the hitherto delicate natural resources system in large parts of
Syria’s eastern provinces. This leads to the forced displacement of tens of thousands of
farmers and herders from these provinces to main urban centres in Syria and neighbouring
Lebanon.

The current projections and recent modelling predict a further decline in precipitation

causing additional natural resource stress in Syria and in the Euphrates Basin as well as in

neighbouring Lebanon and Jordan. Further environmental stresses will be caused by an

increased demand for water. Water and food insecurity in the region, driven by the

unsustainability of local food and cash crop production, a lack of resilience to global food

price fluctuations, and climate factors, is already acute. Furthermore, the current crisis has

shown how water as well as access to food can be broadly used as a weapon or as a way of

leverage and control, by non-state actors. The attempt of ISIS to control water resources in | 65|
the Euphrates Basin is a case in point.

Caitlin Werrell and Francesco Femia
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

There is need for better analysis and predictive tools to further integrate climate and natural
resource stresses into out measurements of state fragility. The existing tools are out-dated
and to a large extent do not take in consideration the complexity of the 21 century (Werrell
and Femia, 2015)." Revisiting such analytical and predictive tools is of vital importance since
certain indicators of state fragility missed the brewing crisis in Syria in 2010 and 2011
although evidence of the impact of draught was produced and made available (cf. Erian et
al, 2012).” Furthermore, predictive tools would require field research and first hand data to
produce grounded evidence.

Following on the above, it is necessary to get the right information to the right people. In
most cases, data on severe climate and natural resource vulnerabilities exists, but is simply
not reaching high levels of government (e.g. foreign affairs and defence ministries) due to
issue competition and established cultures. More needs to be done to elevate climate and
natural resources issues within these establishments, through translating this information
in the right way, and through the right forums.

The outflow of Syrian refugees to neighbouring countries has created significant impact on
host communities. The demographic implications are clear: Jordan and Lebanon alone are
hosting between 2.5 to 3 million refugees stressing the already scarce natural resources.
Competition over resources cannot be overlooked especially that the crisis in Syria is getting
protracted and no clear solution for refugee return is in the horizon.

Though it is difficult-to-impossible to predict the future course of conflict in the region, we
have relatively strong projections on what the future climate and water picture of the region
could be. We must therefore commit climate adaptation resources in a way that addresses
some of the underlying drivers of instability in the region, is conflict sensitive, and can be
utilised to build cooperation between conflicting parties.

" Werrell Cand Femia F, ‘Fragile States: The Nexus of Climate Change, State Fragility and Migration’
(24 November 2015)

2 Erian W (ed) et al, Agriculture Drought in Africa Mediterranean and Middle East (2012),
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