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Syria’s Civil War: The Human Toll (Duration 16:16) 
We’ve heard endless reports on the refugee crisis and the exodus of millions of people escaping war in 
Syria. But every day those who remain face the threat of violence, torture, rape and death — and now 
they are starving. Here is a look at the ongoing humanitarian crisis inside a country devastated by civil 
war, terrorist encroachment and international air strikes. 
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Teaching Note 
A classroom culture of trust and mutual respect is important for all learning. A classroom culture of belonging and 

inclusion is especially important when dealing with controversial and sensitive issues. Teachers should prepare 

students regarding the violent nature of this News in Review story and may want to provide a different option for 

students who do not wish to view the video. 

VIDEO REVIEW 

Before Viewing 

The news out of Syria over the last few years 
has focused on the military struggle between 
government forces and various rebel groups. 
There is less focus on the impact of the 
fighting on the general population. In some 
cases, parents in besieged areas have to give 
their children sleeping pills to allow slumber 
and keep the pain of hunger temporarily at bay. 

Why do you think the media focuses more on the 
fighting than the general population who act as 
collateral damage in the ongoing civil war? 

Viewing 

1. Why is withholding food from starving 
families considered a weapon of war? 

 

 

2. What are the people who appeal to Pope Francis and the United Nations expecting them to do? What 
can the Pope or the UN realistically do to address the Syrian crisis? 

 

 

 

3. What constitutes a “humanitarian crisis”? Does the Syrian situation warrant the label? 

 

 

Source: The World Factbook. Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency.
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4. How does the political situation in Syria complicate peace talks? 

 

 

5. What impact has Russia’s role in the conflict had on peace negotiations? 

 

 

6. Why would hospitals be targeted for attack? 

 

 

7. Why would relief convoy drivers risk their lives to deliver humanitarian aid? 

 

 

After Viewing 

1. Based on your viewing of the video, has international intervention helped in creating a ceasefire or 
has it enhanced the suffering of the Syrian people? Explain. 

 

 

 

2. Russian and U.S. forces have been accused of shelling hospitals while the Syrian government has 
faces accusations of using chemical weapons on civilians. Meanwhile ISIS has been widely 
condemned for mass murder. Should all the players in this conflict be charged with war crimes if it 
can be proven that they have taken part in the killing of innocents? Provide your rationale. 
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THE STORY 

Minds On: Two Families 

Esra’s life 
Esra and her family live in the government-
controlled area of Damascus. She is able to 
go to school and socialize with her friends. 
Her mother and father are able to go to work 
and shop for groceries on the way home. 
Recently they attended the wedding of a 
relative and, other than some electricity 
disruptions, they all had a good time dancing 
and eating. 

Kamal’s life 
Kamal and his family also live in Damascus. 
However they live in the opposition or rebel-
controlled area. Kamal no longer attends 
school because it was badly damaged by 
artillery strikes. He spends his days 
scavenging for food and gathering wood for 
the family fireplace. His father and mother 
also scavenge for food, and they all have to 
be mindful of snipers in the areas where they 
look for sustenance. The family home has no 
running water or electricity in their home 
because of the conflict. 

Children tend to be naturally compassionate. 
Imagine Esra and Kamal met and shared 
each other’s stories. How do you think they 
would react? What solutions would they propose 
to help each other out? Don’t worry about being 
practical. Just think of a child’s approach to 
conflict resolution and see where your thoughts 
take you. 

Syria’s descent into civil war 
Syria has been governed by the Assad family since 
1971. The current president, Bashar al-Assad, took 
over the presidency when his father died in 2000. 
The Assad’s have managed to preserve a tight grip 
on the nation, forcefully maintaining peaceful 

coexistence between various Muslim sects and a 
few Christian groups. However, in 2011, inspired 
by a series of uprisings in other Arab states (known 
historically as the Arab Spring), young Syrian 
demonstrators demanded more civil rights. The 
government responded by brutally attacking the 
demonstrators. The situation quickly escalated with 
a collection of rebel groups lashing out against 
Assad’s Alawite Muslim sect. These rebel groups 
included the terrorist organization known as ISIS. 
All of the rebels banded together in an effort to 
depose Assad with little consensus on what a post-
Assad government would look like. 
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Life after five years of war 
With the onset of the Syrian Civil War, religious 
divisions rose to the surface with devastating 
results. All parts of the country were affected. 
The city of Aleppo was hit particularly hard — 
with antiquities destroyed, homes laid to waste 
and lives ruthlessly taken. As the fighting 
between the government and the rebels 
intensified, many Syrians fled their homeland 
and sought refuge in other countries like Turkey 
and Greece. However millions remained trapped 
within Syria’s borders with no prospect of 
escape — mostly because they could not afford 
to pay smugglers to ferry them out of the 
country. 

The human face of suffering in Syria 
Currently, life for those left behind depends on 
what area of the country they live in. For people 
living in government-controlled areas, life is 
bearable. The government has gone out of its 
way to secure these jurisdictions to ensure 
political support from its followers. Those living 
in rebel areas face incredible hardship. They are 
forced to endure hunger, power outages, unclean 
water as well as bombardment from fighter jets 
and artillery guns.  

People living in areas control by ISIS are in a 
particularly vulnerable position. There are 
reports that ISIS militants are forcing people to 
convert to their particular version of Islam or 
face enslavement or death. Non-Muslims in 
these areas are especially persecuted, with men 
being executed and women and children sold 
into slavery. 

In the besieged city of Madaya, reports of mass 
starvation have surfaced. This is not surprising 
given the fact that relief supplies were not being 
allowed into the area, leaving the population to 
eat whatever food they could find — including 
leaves, flowers and grass! Madaya is under rebel 
control but is encircled by government troops. 
Human rights groups accuse President Assad’s 

forces of preventing food and humanitarian aid 
into the city, leading the United Nations to 
accuse the Assad regime of war crimes. 

Overall, the people in many parts of Syria live in 
terror. They are afraid to venture out of their 
homes for fear of snipers. Many families have 
had to spend days in underground shelters to 
avoid government air strikes that include barrel 
bombs — essentially a drum or barrel full of 
explosives and shrapnel that are dropped on 
populated areas. 

The number of deaths in the civil war in Syria is 

estimated to be as high as 200 000. Of those killed, 

almost 30 000 have died through shootings or 

mass executions, 9 000 people have been killed 

after being kidnapped and/or tortured, almost 

1 000 have been killed in chemical attacks and 

close to 600 have died due to starvation or a lack 

of medical care. For a compelling account of this 

tragic situation, go to the New York Times website 

(www.nytimes.com) and search “How are Syrians 

dying?” 

A broken country 
When this horrible war is finally over, Syria faces a 
daunting recovery process. Currently the 
infrastructure of the nation has been severely 
crippled. Electrical stations have been damaged or 
destroyed, leaving many sectors of the country with 
no power or only that produced by portable 
generators. However even this source of power is 
being hampered by the lack of gasoline to run the 
generators. Water supplies are also being affected 
with water treatment plants destroyed or running at 
a fraction of capacity. People are rationing water or 
rely on the inconsistent delivery of water. Food in 
some areas is limited, with delivery trucks subject 
to constant sniper fire. When food does arrive, the 
prices are often too inflated for many families to 
afford them. The educational system has been 
devastated and it is estimated that over two million 
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children are unable to attend school. Sadly, the 
potential of an entire generation may be lost. 

Not only has infrastructure been targeted but 

Syrian historical sites have also been attacked. 

All six World Heritage Sites in Syria have been 

damaged. In 2015, the 2 000‐year‐old Roman 

built Arch of Triumph in Palmyra was destroyed. 

The current situation 
It is estimated that over three million people 
have fled Syria to neighboring nations. Over the 
last year, both U.S. and Russian air forces have 

attacked various groups. The U.S. complains 
that the Russians are targeting moderate 
opposition groups and not the radical extremists. 
Russia says that they are attacking all opponents 
of the Assad government, who they consider the 
legitimate rulers of Syria. Recently a ceasefire 
has been negotiated and, generally, it is holding. 
This has allowed food and medical supplies to 
be sent to areas under siege. It is hoped this 
ceasefire will result in a more permanent 
cessation of hostilities and a negotiated peace 
settlement. Even if such a settlement is reached, 
it will take decades before Syria is rebuilt and its 
population can once again live in safety.

 

Activities 

1. a) What type of humanitarian aid do you think Canada should provide to Syria? List at least five 
things Canada could do to help people enduring the humanitarian crisis in Syria. 

b) Examine the Canadian government’s global affairs website and compare your answer to what the 
government is actually providing. Go to Global Affairs Canada (international.gc.ca) and search 
“Canada’s response to the conflict in Syria.” How does your answer compare to the government’s 
response? 

2. Many Canadians are seeking ways to address the humanitarian crisis in Syria by donating to various 
relief organizations. If you were thinking of donating, which organization would you support? In 
groups of four, examine the following websites and determine which organization you feel would 
provide the best humanitarian aid for Syria. Before starting, consider what criteria you will use as a 
group to evaluate the organizations: 

Check out: 

 United Nations: unhcr.ca 

 Oxfam: oxfam.ca/syriacrisis 

 Islamic Relief Canada: islamicreliefcanada.org/appeals/syria-crisis 

 Humanitarian Coalition: humanitariancoalition.ca/our-appeals/syrian-refugee-crisis 

3. The recently negotiated ceasefire is generally being respected. If the ceasefire results in peace talks 
taking place, Syria faces a long road back from the devastation brought on by the civil war. 

a) What are some of the immediate actions you would recommend? 
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b) What long term goals would you establish to help the country recover from this civil war? 

c) What obstacles do you foresee in Syria’s recovery? 

4. The conflict in Syria has produced hundreds of thousands of victims, many of them children. In fact, 
by some estimates, over 2 500 children were killed in 2015 alone. The impact of this war on children 
is hard to calculate. Examine the struggles children in Syria face and suggest the long-term impact of 
these conditions. Put your answers in the following chart: 

Struggle  Impact 

Witnessing death of relatives   

Destruction of schools   

Subjected to constant attack   

Being recruited as a child soldier   

Lack of medical care   

Forced to flee their homes   

 


