&V C: J p M E Factsheet:

Political unrest in Syria, 2011

Factsheet Series No. 118 , Created: May 2011, Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East

How significant is the political unrest in Syria?

The political developments taking place duringfihe few months of 2011 have been extremely
significant for a number of reasons. First, Syaaa been led by the autocratic regime of Bashar al-
Assad since 2000. His father Hafez al-Assad lethSynder a similar autocratic regime between
1971 and his death in 2000. Popular uprisingsthikse observed in March and April, 2011 have
not been seen since the 1980s. Secondly, theryoeat's seeming willingness to cede some
ground to the protest movement in April seemedigggest some positive political evolution might
be possible in Syria. The subsequent governmeawskdown in late April—which raised the death
toll to 535 as of May 1, according Tive Guardiar—was thus an extremely disappointing
development for Syria-watchers. Finally, the turina6i2011 is significant because there are credible
reports of armed resistance to the government: songeunexpected, and not yet fully understood.

Who are the Syrian protesters and what are their demands?

Most of the protesters are in their 20s or early &0d are internet-savvy. Prior to the outbreak of
demonstrations, many young people expressed tmfoneedia their frustration with high youth
unemployment, limited career prospects and resttiteedom of expression. Some observers
believe that the outlawed Muslim Brotherhbbds been instrumental in mobilizing protestersyTh
point to the fact that the administrator of the i@y Revolution 2011” Facebook page —which at
over 130,000 members, is the most important webpaw®lizing protesters— leads the Muslim
Brotherhood’s Swedish chapfefhe protesters have been unarmed for the most pastever,
there have been credible reports that about 6@usgecurity agents have been killed —some even
mutilated—in recent weeks. Significantly, Assad hasaccused the protesters themselves of the
killings. Nevertheless, the fact that armed grougge been operating against government forces
raises important questions about the organizatiohobjectives of such grougsThat some units of
the regime’s security apparatus do not wear unigdiurther adds to the confusion.

Initially, protesters called only for political i@im —especially an end to the 47-year state of
emergency—and for anti-corruption measures. Howavigh the government crackdown in late
April, some are now also calling for Assad’s resitipn and for trials of some of the regime’s
figures. Government buildings and portraits antussof both President Bashar el-Assad and his
father, former president Hafez el-Assad, have ldedaced. That more protesters now openly call for
curbs on the security services is considered byamatyst “an unprecedented and important sign of
the widespread popular loss of fear of securityaigs.”

How much support do the Syrian protesters have?

In contrast to the Egyptian and Yemeni protest mmmts, Syria’s capital Damascus has not been
the scene of large-scale protes@n the other hand, the protests—the largest diBauaar al-
Assad’s presidency—are happening in many centresa&yria, and their number and size have
grown steadily since late Marétit is unclear whether their growth reflects mertlg escalating
anger of a small but growing fraction of the popiola over the government’s brutal reaction to its
protests, or a more widespread desire for major change |ddieof independent Syria media on the
ground, and the current barring of most foreigrrijalists, make it difficult to gauge the scalelod t
protest movement.

What are the root grievances behind the protests in Syria?

Concentration and abuse of power by Assad fantily Baath Party and Alawi Muslim#rticle 8 of the
Syrian constitution enshrines the Baath party —ealsgist party mixing socialism with Arab
nationalism—as the leading party of Syrian socsatgt state. Other parties must assent to continuatio
Baath Party rule in order to be allowed to opelegally. Hafez el-Assad— a member of the until then
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much discriminated-against Alawi sect and fathethefcurrent president—assumed control of the Baath
Party and with it the presidency in 1970, and rulatll his death in 2000. He installed Alawis ipto
positions throughout the military and intelligeraggparatus. Between Hafez and Bashar Assad, who took
over after his father’'s death, the Assads have thelgresidency for four decades. Assad’s security
apparatus, like his father’s, has frequently viedabasic human rights. Syria scored a dismal 25fol0

in Transparency International’s “2010 Corruptiomdegtions Index.”

Economic woes and drought-induced food insecurity goverty Five successive droughts have plunged
800,000 Syrians into deep povérty32 percent of Syrians are now living on $2.@ag or less — driving
hundreds of thousands of families into other regiand the cities. The droughts have also severely
reduced Syrians’ access to food staples. The UNlbasmented grave impacts on children’s health in
many provincesSince food prices are soaring around the worldgthernment’s food imports have not
solved the problem of food insecurity. The officimemployment rate is 8 percent, but the real
unemployment rate is believed to be much highepain due to the “youth bulge”, as well as the didu
related loss of livelihoodsMany Syrians cannot cope with the soaring pricthefwheat, estimated to
have risen by 100 percent over the last year biaSpecialist Joshua Landfs.

Bashar Assad’s recent experiment with the Chinesgeihof development — one-party rule coupled with
a more “market-oriented” economic policy and pursiiia place in the “globalized economy”—has
fizzled. Foreign investment did not flood in as @d@nd unemployment increased. To complicate
matters, Syria’s declining oil output coupled wittisreased internal demand for petroleum produds le
its oil balance to become negative in 2007. Meastoreeduce discontent (e.g. last year’'s salamgases
for public workers) have increased Syria’'s defithe presence of 1 million Iraqgi refugees is an
additional source of economic stress. These cirtames mean Assad’s ability to indefinitely conénu
let alone expand measures to alleviate food inigamd poverty is limited.

Can President al-Assad be expected to remain in power?

Assad’s independence vis-a-vis the US and Israeehened him support in Syria. His success in
preventing open religious strife is also considdrganany Syrians one good reason to not oust him,
despite possible misgivings about other aspedtssatule’ This is especially true given the lack of
clarity about who and what might replace him arelBlaath party. When he assumed power shortly
after his father died in 2000, he was widely peregiby many as less imbedded in the power matrix
and more open to refortfhThese factors may explain the emergence of largg@vernment
counter-demonstrations in March and April, 2011.

The recent resignation of 230 members of the Bpaity in protest against the government’s
violence against the demonstrations was a joltdsad’s rule. Nevertheless, this development did
not echo the ship-jumping of key government figuhed Libya's Gaddafi has suffered.

Analysts familiar with Assad believe he would prdfego down in history as a reformer rather than
as a dictatorial pariah. Some think that the govemt’s contradictory response to the recent
protests—abrupt shifts between repression and seimes—are symptomatic of divisions between
him and others within both the Baath Party andhtiigary. Some experts warn that if Assad loses
control, hardliners will take over.

! The Muslim Brotherhood is banned in Syria, andperindically been subjected to brutal repressioost notably the 1982 Hama massacre,
which left between 10,000 and 25,000 dead or wodinde
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" Human rights organizations estimate that as of Ma35 are dead, and 1100-1500 jailed, many of theaten and tortured.

8 Financial TimesUprising exposes Syria’s economic weakne$gésigail Fielding-Smith and Lina Saigol, April 2@011.

® United Nations in Syria.UN extends emergency aid to drought-hit Syria [202-10T

1% Conversation April 28, 2011 with Joshua LandisgBior of the University of Oklahoma’s Center foiddlle East Studies.

1 Syria is diverse: 72% Sunni Muslims; 13% Shia; 1@%wis, 10% Christian, 3% Druze.

2 Human Rights Watch. "A Wasted Decade. Human RighByria during Bashar al-Asad’s First Ten Year®ower," July 2010, pp. 1 and.5
13 Syria Comment.Shock in Syria: the Messy and Unlikely AlternatifcesBashar” David W. Lesch. April 27, 2011.
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