Focus on:

Syria

A World Vision educational tool

Focus on: Syria

World Vision Australia

Before you start learning about Syria’s
history and the current situation there,
spend three minutes listing words you
associate with “Syria” and “Syrian
refugees”. Then break into groups
and compare your list with others in
your group, writing down the common
themes. Hold on to your lists – you’ll
need them again later.
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The Citadel of Aleppo, built in the 12th and 15th centuries, before it was badly damaged in the war.

History

Syria was once part of the
Mesopotamian Empire, along with
present day Lebanon, Israel, Palestine
and Jordan.1 It’s home to one of the
oldest cities ever excavated – Ebla,
which was believed to exist around
3,000 BC.2 Human remains have
been found in Syria dating back
approximately 700,000 years.3
Syria was occupied and ruled by several empires
throughout ancient times including the Greeks,
Persians, Egyptians, Assyrians and Romans. After
the fall of the Roman Empire, Syria became
part of the Byzantine Empire, with current day
Istanbul (then known as Constantinople) as
the capital. The Muslim armies defeated the
Byzantine Empire in 637 AD, taking control of
Syria and spreading the Islamic religion.4
The Syrian city Damascus became the capital
of the Islamic world, but was replaced by
Baghdad in Iraq around 750 AD. This change
led to economic decline in Syria and for the
next several centuries rule of the region
frequently changed. In 1516 the Ottoman Empire
conquered Syria and remained in power until
1918. This was considered a relatively peaceful
and stable period in Syria’s history. 5
1
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In 1916, during World War I, French and British
diplomats secretly agreed to divide the Ottoman
Empire at the end of the war.6 This arrangement,
known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement, meant
that most Arab lands ruled by the Ottoman
Empire were split into zones under either British
or French authority. The French took control of
Syria in 1920, ending 400 years of Ottoman rule.7
During World War II, both British and French
troops occupied Syria. In 1946, soon after
the war ended, Syria officially became an
independent country. The years following Syria’s
independence were marked by instability and
frequent government upheavals.8
The al-Assad family have ruled Syria since 1971,
after Hafez al-Assad, the Syrian Minister of
Defence, overthrew Salah Jadid. Jadid was de
facto leader of the country at the time. Current
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad has ruled since
Hafez, his father, died in 2000.9
Despite Hafez al-Assad’s autocratic government,
his years in power saw the Syrian economy
flourish. Syria was a powerhouse of the Middle
East, with a strong arts and food culture, a fastgrowing IT industry and vibrant market places
where people met to shop, eat and socialise.
About 60 percent of the population were
considered middle class and ancient citadels
attracted tourists from all over the world.10

Timemaps (accessed 14 May 2018) “History of ancient Syria” [online]. Available at: https://www.timemaps.com/encyclopedia/history-of-syria/
History (accessed 14 May 2018) “The history of Syria” [online]. Available at https://www.history.com/topics/the-history-of-syria
Ibid.
Britannica (accessed 14 May 2018) [online]. Available at https://www.britannica.com/place/Syria
The Arab Weekly (accessed 31 May 2018) “Syria’s war kills middle class” [online]. Available at: https://thearabweekly.com/syrias-war-kills-middle-class
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The road to civil war
In 2002, the United States accused
Syria of acquiring weapons of mass
destruction. In 2005, the Syrian
government was also accused of being
involved in the assassination of Rafic
Hariri, Prime Minister of Lebanon.11
Then in 2010, the United States
renewed sanctions against Syria,
saying that the government supported
terrorist groups.12
During this time, many human rights
groups reported that al-Assad’s regime
regularly tortured, imprisoned and killed
political adversaries.
In March 2011, a group of teenagers were
arrested for writing anti-government graffiti and
a 13-year-old boy died in custody. Inspired by
the Arab Spring – a series of pro-democracy
uprisings throughout Africa and the Middle
East – peaceful protests broke out in Syria
and spread across the country. In response,
al-Assad’s government arrested and killed

Syrian president Bashar al-Assad (left) with Brazils president at the time,
Lula da Silva (right), 2010

hundreds of protestors, as well as their family
members.13
It was these events – combined with a lagging
economy, a severe drought, a lack of general
freedoms and a tense religious atmosphere –
which led to civilian resistance and ultimately, an
uprising against al-Assad’s regime.14
The civil war is now in its eighth year, with
different groups trying to seize control.15 More
than five million people have fled, with a further
6.1 million Syrians displaced within the country.16
Groups involved in the fighting include soldiers
who support President al-Assad; fighters known
as rebels, who don’t want al-Assad to be in
power; and the group that calls itself Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), also known as IS and ISIL.17
The fighting continues today, with devastating
consequences for the Syrian people. According
to the United Nations, more than 13 million
Syrians need humanitarian assistance.18 Syria is
the most dangerous country in the world for
young people to live in.19

Seven years of war has caused immense destruction around
the country.

11 History (accessed 14 May 2018) “The history of Syria” [online]. Available at https://www.history.com/topics/the-history-of-syria
12 Ibid.
13 Aljazeera (accessed 14 May 2018) “Syria’s civil war explained from the beginning” [online]. Available at
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/syria-civil-war-explained-160505084119966.html
14 History (accessed 14 May 2018) “The history of Syria” [online]. Available at https://www.history.com/topics/the-history-of-syria
15 BBC UK (accessed 16 May 2018) “What’s happening in Syria” [online]. Available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/16979186
16 UNHCR (accessed 19 April 2018) “Syria emergency” [online]. Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
17 BBC UK (accessed 16 May 2018) “What’s happening in Syria” [online]. Available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/16979186
18 UNHCR (accessed 19 April 2018) “Syria emergency” [online]. Available at: http://unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
19 UNICEF USA (accessed on 18 April 2018) [online]. Available at: https://www.savethechildren.org/us/what-we-do/where-we-work/greater-middle-east-eurasia/syria
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On the move
Since 2011, more than half of Syria’s population
has been forced to flee their homes.20 There
are now over 5.4 million Syrian refugees, mostly
in neighbouring countries including Jordan,
Turkey and Lebanon.21 Whilst the number of
refugees and displaced people worldwide is at its
highest in recorded history22, we live in a world
where people have always been on the move
– migrating to different places and different
countries.
People migrate to Australia for many reasons
– and come from many places. Australia is a
multicultural nation with people from more
than 200 countries. In 2016, 26 percent of all
Australians were born overseas and 21 percent
had at least one parent born overseas.23

Migrants
People may choose to move because they
want to improve their economic and/or social
wellbeing. They might move to work in a
better paying job, to join their family, or to
find warmer weather. This is often an exciting
move that has been planned, with belongings
carefully packed and farewells made to family
and friends. Later, if the move doesn’t work out
as they had hoped or they get homesick, they
can return to their home country. This is called
voluntary migration.

World Vision Australia

Which of the statements below
represent forced migration? Why?
We came to Australia because it is a
safe country. There’s a civil war in my
home country and we had to escape.
We came to Australia so we could be
with our children and grandchildren. We
love watching them grow up!
My home country was cold and I didn’t
like my job. I came to Australia to find a
new job and warmer weather!
Our home country was very dangerous
for us. We fled on a boat and it’s very
good to be here in Australia.

Explain why:

Refugees
However, other people are forced to move
because their home country is too dangerous.
These are people who have fled their homes
to avoid conflict or persecution. This is often a
scary move. People may have to flee suddenly
and take only the clothes on their backs. Most
refugees are not able to return to their home
country. This is called forced migration.

20 Worldometers (accessed 11 April 2018) “Syria population” [online]. Available at: http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/syria-population (population in 2010:
21 million) and UNHCR (accessed 11 April 2018) “Syria emergency” [online]. Available at “Syria emergency” http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html (number
of people forced to flee 11.5 million).
21 UNHCR (accessed 19 April 2018) “Syria emergency” [online]. Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
22 UNHCR (accessed 11 April 2018) “Figures at a glance” [online]. Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
23 Australian Bureau of Statistics (accessed 29 May 2018) “Cultural diversity in Australia, 2016” [online]. Available at:
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Cultural%20Diversity%20Article~60
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Turkey
3.6 million

After seven years of war, more than
half of Syria's population has been
forced to flee their homes. World
Vision is providing food, water,
shelter, education and child
protection to refugees in Turkey,
Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, and to
displaced people in Syria.

refugees

Syria

6.6 million

internally displaced people

Lebanon
987,000

11.5 million

Syrians have
fled their homes
since 2011

refugees

Iraq
250,000
refugees

Jordan
660,000
refugees

Source: UNHCR (accessed on 31/05/2018) [online]. Available at: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria#_ga=2.182980974.917675176.1527559043-2078362227.1524442664

A difficult future
It is unlikely there will be a Syrian peace settlement
in the near future. This is due to one major factor:

The Syrian war became the war in Syria
This means that al-Assad has international
supporters like Iran, Russia and Lebanon.24 In
addition, many nations have joined the fighting
against al-Assad (and often against each other)
including the United States and Turkey.25

Even once the war is over, a difficult future lies
ahead for the people of Syria. With more than
half the population displaced and whole cities
destroyed, the country will need to rebuild – and
for this, they will need support.

All of these groups want a piece of what will be
Syria’s future. Meanwhile, there are men, women
and children suffering in the conflict every day.
An entire generation of Syrian children do not
know anything except war.

13 million Syrians need urgent assistance.
24 CNN (accessed 17 May 2018) “Syria allies: Why Russia, Iran and China are standing by the regime” [online]. Available at
https://www.cnn.com/2013/08/29/world/meast/syria-iran-china-russia-supporters/index.html
25 Aljazeera (accessed 17 May 2018) “Syria’s civil war explained from the beginning” [online]. Available at
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/syria-civil-war-explained-160505084119966.html
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Before working through this
resource, you spent three minutes
listing words you associate with
“Syria” and “Syrian refugees”. Break
into the same groups and make
a second list of common words.
Compare your group’s two lists.
How has the list changed? Why?

Meet Obada
He’s a young refugee from Syria
who dreams of becoming a
famous soccer player.
Conflict in Syria forced Obada to
flee his home town when he was
just 10 years old. Now 15, he barley
remembers his life there, but he does
remember the terrifying 20-hour
journey to safety with his parents.
“I was so afraid that we would [be]
bombed or targeted on the way.
The only time I felt safe was when
we reached the Jordanian border,”
he recalls.
Obada and his family now live in
Za’atari refugee camp. “We used to
live in tents, but now we live in
caravans,” he explains. While in the
camp, Obada’s life is in limbo. But
connections with friends have helped
him adjust to his life there. He talks
to his friends on Facebook and plays
soccer every day: “When I play [soccer]
with my friends, I feel like I’ll never
get tired.”
When Obada fled, he took his tablet
phone and a couple of shirts. He lost
the shirts along the way. “I still have
my tablet, even though it has a broken
screen now, but it still works … it
means a lot to me.”
Obada hopes to return home one day
and become a professional player in the
Syrian Football League.
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Over one week, spend 30 minutes collecting television, newspaper, social
media or radio news items which mention Syria or Syrian refugees. Spend an
additional 30 minutes surveying ten people from varying backgrounds about
their attitudes towards the conflict in Syria and Syrian refugees.
Bring the information you have collected to class for discussion.
How is Syria portrayed in the media?
Do you think the portrayal is accurate?
What is the general attitude of Australians towards Syrian refugees?
Are there large differences in opinion? If so, why?
Has your attitude to refugees, for Syria or elsewhere, changed since learning more
about the causes of the refugee crisis?

Once completed, share each answer with your class and see
if there are any common answers.

40 Hour Famine Backpack Challenge
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