Written Evidence Submitted by Rethink Rebuild Society (ISI0008)
The writing of this evidence is underpinned by our policy document 'Syria Between Dictatorship
and ISIS: What can the United Kingdom Do?'1 which has been endorsed by seven Syrian
community organisations across the UK.
Executive Summary


An end to the Syrian conflict and its symptoms – Islamic State's (IS) extremism and the
Syrian refugee crisis – can only come about through protecting civilians from Assad’s
killing machine. The Assad regime remains the biggest obstacle to civilian protection in
Syria,2 responsible for 85% of total casualties.3 Aerial bombardment is responsible for
the majority of these casualties.4



Assad is perpetuating terrorism and extremism rather than fighting it. To defeat IS, the
United Kingdom and its allies should support a comprehensive approach that focuses on
tackling the extremist threat at its roots, namely Assad’s indiscriminate violence against
civilians and civilian objects.



As currently conceived, US anti-IS strikes are not sufficient either to defeat IS or to stop
the suffering across Syria.



Any military intervention in Syria should be conducted with the primary purpose of
civilian protection and adhere to 'just war' criteria. It follows that the main cause of
civilian deaths, namely Assad’s aerial bombardment, must be addressed. A no-bombing
zone in Syria would protect civilians, remove their need to seek refuge abroad, and make
the fight against IS more effective.

About Rethink Rebuild
1. Rethink Rebuild Society is a Manchester-based non-profit organisation established in
2013 to campaign for Syrian issues within the British landscape. We have established
ourselves as the leading Syrian advocacy group within the UK, working with policy
makers and the media to try to secure decisions that are in the best interests of both
Syrians and Britain.5
2. Rethink Rebuild Society works with policy makers at the local and national levels to
address pertinent issues facing British Syrians. We approached the UK and European
Parliaments to establish accountability for HSBC bank for its arbitrary closure of Syrians'
bank accounts.6 We also worked with local authorities to address police visits to Syrians'
homes as well as airport stops of Syrian UK-residents upon their return to the country.7
We have also called for speedier processing times for asylum applications of Syrian
nationals. On a more general policy level, we have issued Parliamentary briefings on key
issues pertaining to Syria, including on the UK's potential involvement in the US-led
coalition against IS.8

3. We also serve as a critical source of information on Syria for journalists and reporters.
We issue press releases that are regularly picked up by media outlets, thereby shaping the
news agenda on Syria.9 We have been hosted on both television and radio programmes
and have been quoted in local, national, and international press.10
Reason for Submitting Evidence
4. We maintain strong stances against the oppression and killing perpetrated by the Assad
regime as well as the terror of extremist groups operating within Syria such as IS.11
5. With respect to the IS, we issued a statement as early as March 2014 advising British
nationals not to travel to Syria to fight (with any group).12 We have since maintained a
consistent position that terrorist groups such as IS pose a threat to Syrian civilians in a
similar manner to the regime and therefore have no place in a post-Assad Syria.
Assad is the main driver of Civilian Deaths, Terrorism, Extremism and the Refugee Crisis
6. Assad is not the least worst alternative but rather the root cause of the conflict in Syria.
The regime has, since 2011, violently suppressed its civilian population, destroying entire
cities and neighbourhoods,13 employing barrel bombs and chemical weapons,14 using
starvation as a method of war,15 and inviting foreign militias to wreak havoc upon
civilians.16 The instability, chaos, and desperation that resulted as a consequence of this
brutality provided fertile grounds for criminal groups such as IS to take root within Syria.17
7. The Assad regime was instrumental in the creation and expansion of IS. At the beginning
of the conflict in March 2011, it released known militant and extremist individuals from
prison through a series of amnesties (allegedly in response to protesters' demands) with
the knowledge that they would contribute to the militarisation of the conflict.18 Many of
these individuals can now be found among the leadership of IS.19
8. The Assad regime has failed to combat IS directly or to take effective measures to
weaken it. Most notably, it failed to control IS's spread to cities such as al-Raqqa in
northern Syria and Palmyra in central Syria. Even when it conducted airstrikes in these
cities, it largely targeted civilian areas rather than IS military strongholds as affirmed in a
March 2015 Amnesty International report detailing the regime’s offensive on al-Raqqa.20
9. Assad’s aerial bombardment makes Syrians desperate for protection, even if it is coming
from IS. Aerial bombardment is also the number one reason that Syrians are fleeing the
country to neighbouring states and the EU.
10. Russian airstrikes have emboldened the regime and have caused more civilian deaths.
Since 30 September, Russian airstrikes have killed at least 127 civilians including 36
children.21 The combination of Russian airstrikes and Assad barrel bombs will exacerbate
the crisis even further. We can expect higher death tolls, more refugees attempting the

perilous journey abroad, and more IS recruits. Hence, immediate civilian protection –
through a no-bombing zone – must constitute the basis of any UK policy towards Syria.
11. The ending of aerial bombardment will slow the refugee exodus and free up moderate
forces to combat IS more effectively.
General Recommendations
12. The solution to the IS threat must begin with civilian protection, namely putting a stop to
the Assad regime’s aerial bombardment through a no-bombing zone. The bottom line is
that if Syrians are protected, they will have less incentive to join groups such as IS, thus
allowing moderate opposition groups to more effectively fight extremism. In ensuring
civilian protection, Syrians will also not need to risk their lives to seek refuge in
neighbouring and European countries.
13. Syrians inside Syria and across the world are calling for the establishment of a nobombing zone over the entirety of the Syrian territory. This constitutes the main policy
recommendation in our policy document endorsed by Syrian community organisations
across the UK.22 This policy demand has also been called for by Planet Syria which
represents over one hundred Syrian civil society organisations.23
Policy Incentives for the UK
14. Efforts to protect civilians in Syria through a no-bombing zone will serve the following
core advantages for the United Kingdom:
i.

Stem the flow of Syrian refugees: If Syrians are protected within their own
country, they will have less incentive to seek refuge in Europe.

ii.

Reduce the outflux of foreign fighters to Syria: A primary motive cited by
foreign fighters who travel to Syria is that they are coming to the aid of an
oppressed people to whom the international community has turned a blind eye.24
Robust, narrowly tailored, and calculated action to protect civilians from the
Assad regime will demonstrate the UK's commitment to Syrians and will thus
remove the incentive of those intending to go abroad and fight.

iii.

Free up moderate fighters to combat IS. Without being continuously hit by
regime and Russian airstrikes, moderate fighters will have greater capacity to
fight IS.

iv.

Maintain the UK's image internationally: The UK's proven commitment to
saving Syrian lives will put it in a better position to help shape Syria's postconflict political and economic environments. The UK's active involvement in the
protection of Syrian civilians will reinforce its image as a staunch advocate of
human rights.

v.

Economic advantage: Civilian protection will substantially decrease the amount
of humanitarian aid required on the ground in Syria, thus alleviating economic
pressure in the long term upon donor countries such as the UK. The UK is

currently the second largest single donor to humanitarian efforts in Syria with an
estimated total of £1.1 billion in contributions as of September 2015.25
15. As the largest Syrian advocacy and community organisation in the UK, would be
honoured to present this evidence orally to the Foreign Affairs Committee as part of its
upcoming inquiry on the “The Fight Against ISIL: the UK’s Role”.
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