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SUMMARY 

Scenario 1: Continued violent stalemate

 

    
      

 
Estimated caseload 14 million PiN, 7-9 million IDPs.  

Significant increase in needs across all sectors, esp. 
shelter, CCCM, WASH, health and food security. 

 

Overview: The violent conflict that characterised 2015 continues. There is no major 
strategic advance or capture of new territory on any side, despite the overall level of 
violence continuing to increase, dynamic displacement around front lines and contested 
areas, and the deterioration of the economy and basic services increasing the need for 
humanitarian assistance. Access remains a challenge across all areas. 

 

Scenario 2: Major advances by the government 

 

 
     

  
Estimated caseload Over 14 million PiN, 8-10 million IDPs. 

Severe increase in needs across all sectors. 
 

Overview: Support from the government of Russia allows the government of Syria 
(GoS) to attempt to retake or completely destroy key opposition-held areas, most likely 
in eastern Aleppo city, rural Damascus, or Idleb. A successful offensive has an 
enormous humanitarian cost, and introduces long-term shifts in conflict dynamics. 
Humanitarian needs continue to increase as in Scenario 1, with the addition of new, 
large displacements that increase stress on surrounding areas. Serious protection 
issues exist in territories targeted/captured by GoS, and access seriously deteriorates 
in areas held by armed opposition groups (AOGs) and the Islamic State (IS).1  

                                            
1 For the purposes of this document, AOG includes all groups fighting the GoS other than IS. Though Jabhat 
Nusra is often grouped with IS, it is still considered an AOG unless otherwise specified. 

Scenario 3: Progress towards political transition 

 

 
 

Estimated caseload 14 million PiN; 7-9 million IDPs.  
Slowly declining needs in transitional areas, unknown needs 
in all others areas. 

 

Overview: The external powers currently backing warring parties reach agreement on 
a political transition plan, and violence spikes as combatants scramble to achieve the 
best position before their external support is cut off. Few AOGs embrace the plan, and 
Syria is de facto divided between areas under control of a new “transitional authority,” 
and AOG- and IS-held areas, which remain under attack by international and GoS 
forces. Access improves in transitional areas, and worsens severely elsewhere. 
Conflict eventually declines, but asymmetric attacks increase. Attacks on Middle 
Eastern countries used as humanitarian hubs are likely, and may, if successful, 
severely limit the ability of humanitarian actors to work effectively in the region.  
 
 
 

 
 
 

          

          

 
          

  
  

          

          

 
          

  
  

          

          

 
          

  
  

Source: HNO 2016 

CURRENT SITUATION: MAJOR INDICATORS 
 

6.5 million 
Internally Displaced 
People (IDPs) 

1.7 million 
IDPs in camps 

4.49 million 
PiN in hard-to-reach areas 

360,000 
People in besieged areas 

13.5 million 
People in Need (PiN) in at least one sector 

Protection    13.5 million 

WASH    12.1 million 

Health    11.5 million 

Early Recovery & Livelihoods  9.2 million 

Food Security    8.7 million 

Education   5.7 million 

NFI & Shelter   5.2 million 

Nutrition   3.1 million 



     
  ACAPS Scenarios – Syria Crisis, November 2015 

 

3 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

SCENARIOS FOR DECEMBER 2015–DECEMBER 2016 

This document provides a description of situations that could occur over the 

coming year and their associated humanitarian consequences. Its aim is to 

support strategic planning, create awareness, and promote preparedness 

activities for those responding to this crisis.  

  

Three scenarios are outlined, with a set of wildcards – unlikely events with a 

potentially significant impact – that were identified during workshops that 

ACAPS held in November with a range of humanitarian actors in Amman and 

Gaziantep. For more on scenario-building, see the methodology section. 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

The humanitarian situation in Syria remains overwhelmingly complex, largely 

because it is driven by a highly dynamic set of conflicts. Territorial influence is 

divided among a multitude of state and non-state parties, which are pursuing 

different governance strategies and engaging in separate conflicts with each 

other. Warring parties have widely different attitudes towards humanitarian 

actors, and their territories of influence prompt different sets of challenges for 

humanitarian access. Foreign military interventions, with disparate – often 

unclear – strategic goals complicate the picture even farther. 

 

At the risk of oversimplification, the primary conflict trend in 2015 is a violent 

stalemate between the government of Syria (GoS) and its allies, and a multitude 

of armed opposition groups (AOGs), while Islamic State (IS) continues to 

consolidate and, where possible, expand its influence. Reliable security analysis 

sources have noted a trend towards an increase in conflict incidents, driven 

primarily by GoS and Islamic State (IS). Despite this, in 2015 there have been only 

relatively small changes to front lines, that have had limited strategic effect. 

                                            
2 The official estimate of IDPs decreased from more than 7 million in late 2014 to 6.5 million in 2015, but this 
is not necessarily a trend indicator. The reduction is in part due to new data collection methodologies, and 
alignment with a generally lower estimate of the Syrian population. Some of the reduction may also be due to 

Since late 2014, the estimate of People in Need (PiN) in at least one sector has 

grown from 12.2 million to 13.5 million, according to the Humanitarian Needs 

Overview (HNO). This is out of a total estimated population of 16-17 million 

people residing in the country, although the population figure is debated. 

Displacement within Syria remains dynamic and ongoing.2  

 

people fleeing beyond Syria’s borders. Much displacement is not counted, because the same people are being 
displaced multiple times, or are caught in a cycle of displacement, return and re-displacement. 

AREAS OF CONTROL, September 2015  

Source: HNO 2016 
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Public services are under continual, growing pressure, due both to the effects of 

displacement and to deliberate targeting of health facilities and infrastructure. 

Local economies, market,s and livelihoods are all under growing strain. In 

particular, 2015 has seen sharp increases in prices, notably food and fuel.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Humanitarian access to affected communities has deteriorated as conflict has 

increased and actors impose restrictions. Neighbouring countries’ restrictions 

have created new challenges for cross-border aid delivery. The GoS continues to 

pose major administrative barriers to humanitarian actors attempting to deliver 

assistance from Damascus, and rising conflict and foreign intervention have 

multiplied the challenges for those negotiating access with the various AOGs. In 

IS-held areas, very little assistance is being delivered, as threats to NGO workers, 

and interference with and diversion of aid have caused most actors to withdraw. 

The HNO estimate of the number of people in besieged areas has risen from 

212,000 in December 2014 to 360,000 in September 2015, though the estimate 

of people in need in “hard-to-reach” areas has decreased slightly, from 4.8 million 

to 4.49 million. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Source: HNO 2016 

PEOPLE IN NEED PER AREA OF CONTROL 

PIN PER SUB-DISTRICT, September 2015 

Source: HNO 2016 



     
  ACAPS Scenarios – Syria Crisis, November 2015 

 

5 

 

SCENARIOS 
 

Scenario 1 
Continued violent stalemate 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Overview – The violent conflict that characterised 2015 continues, without major 

strategic advance. While conflict parties gain or lose territory on the margins, 

there is no transfer of core areas, and no party is in danger of collapse. The overall 

level of violence continues to gradually increase, dynamic displacement remains 

ongoing around front lines and contested areas, and the deterioration of the 

economy and basic services continues to increase the need for humanitarian 

assistance. 

 

Estimated caseload – The PiN in at least one sector grows to 14 million. IDP 

numbers grow from 6.5 million to 7–9 million. Shelter and camp needs are more 

widespread and more intense. Significant increase in PiN of food security, 

livelihoods, health, and WASH assistance. Severe intensification of needs. 

 

Core assumptions 

 All major conflict actors are operating near their total capacity in terms of 

personnel and material, and with little available for major new offensives, 

or capturing and holding new territory. (This assumption has been 

critiqued, particularly with regard to IS, which has unknown capacities and 

has frequently surprised analysts in the past. As it is unknown whether IS 

either has capacity for a significant new advance, or can bring it in from 

Iraq, this development is considered a wild card.) 

                                            
3 It is also possible conflict intensity will plateau or decrease, because conflict actors have no 
resources for intensification. However, the involvement of foreign powers makes this less likely, 
and the overall outlook remains similar in both cases. 

 External actors continue to support conflict parties and help maintain 

their ability to continue fighting, and contribute to some conflict 

intensification.3 However, these interventions stop short of the level that 

would significantly change the balance of power. For example, AOGs may 

be given some anti-aircraft capability by their Gulf state backers, in an 

effort to balance the perceived shift caused by Government of Russia 

(GoR) airstrikes, but they will not receive the ongoing provision of new 

equipment and training that would be necessary to eliminate the GoS and 

GoR airpower advantage. No external actor commits large numbers of 

ground troops to direct combat. Airstrikes on IS by coalition forces 

continue to have only limited impact on IS resources and strategy.  

 Little significant progress is made towards political solutions within Syria, 

or an agreement among external actors to stop fuelling the conflict. Some 

local ceasefire agreements may take effect, but these do not alter 

strategy, and mostly involve further ethnic sorting of the population. 

 Syria’s land borders remain highly restricted, and no new avenues are 

opened for Syrians to seek asylum in Europe or elsewhere. 

 Conflict parties do not significantly change their approach to 

humanitarian access in areas under their control. 

 The stability of neighbouring states remains similar to the present. 

 

Progress of the scenario – In the 1–6 month time frame, this scenario appears 

overwhelmingly likely. However as time goes on, the failure to achieve military 

objectives, the growing cost of the war, and the increasing threat IS poses to 

external actors is expected to push conflict parties/supporters toward some 

form of political deal (Scenario 3). In the longer term, there is also a larger chance 

that some concurrent crisis will change the situation (See Wild Cards). Should 

this Scenario continue for the entire year (even odds) a severe deterioration in 

humanitarian needs can be expected. Resilience will at some point be exhausted, 

resulting in much more rapid increases in displacement, mortality, and violence. 
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Humanitarian consequences – This scenario will result in a continued growth in 

the number of PiN in sectors such as shelter and food security, and a significant 

intensification of needs across the board.  

 

 Deterioration in AOG-held areas: The most significant deterioration will be in 

AOG-held areas, where shifting front lines and GoS and GoR bombardment 

will reduce safe areas, increase displacement, and significantly increase 

pressure on livelihoods and services, particularly in any remaining “safe” 

locations. Pressure on AOGs by GoS and foreign powers also leads to 

worsening attitudes towards humanitarian agencies, and further challenges 

or limits access to many areas. 

 

 Lack of safe zones: While major changes in territory are unlikely, front lines 

and attack zones will continue to shift. More areas that were previously 

considered relatively safe by the local population may come under attack, and 

IDPs will move into more areas that previously did not host them, and may 

stay in areas that are less safe. All these factors will lead to increases in the 

number of people in need. The number of people living in besieged and hard-

to-reach areas may also increase. 

 

 Shelter shortage: In both southern and northern Syria, there are indications 

that shelter is reaching capacity in many areas: rents are high, and rising, and 

in some places there are reportedly no structures left to shelter IDPs. In the 

north, the camps are considered at capacity. If the number of displaced 

continues to increase faster than existing emergency shelter stock, there may 

be a considerable rise in the number of IDPs in inadequate or makeshift 

accommodation, often without sufficient access to WASH. This will raise the 

threat of communicable disease outbreaks, which could spread quickly 

among populations on the move. 

 

 Displacement to IS-held areas: Humanitarian actors have already noted a 

trend of people moving from AOG-held areas, which remain subject to 

frequent GoS attacks and bombardment, to IS areas, which are perceived as 

offering greater physical security. As indiscriminate violence continues to be 

focused on AOG-held areas, this trend will increase significantly. Those 

moving to IS-held areas may be able to pursue livelihoods more successfully 

and have less fear of generalised violence, but they will be at risk of reprisals 

or other violence from IS. Children who are moved to these areas face 

recruitment by IS, and IS religious schools will not provide general education. 

 

 Reduced access to healthcare: Attacks on health centres (primarily in AOG-

held areas) will continue to deteriorate the health system. Mortality will likely 

rise due as people are unable to access care, particularly for the chronic 

conditions, trauma, and reproductive health. Capacity to prevent or treat 

communicable diseases will decrease; a lack of both vaccines and adequate 

cold chain to move and store them has already been noted. In an increasing 

number of areas, people will find themselves without access to any 

functioning health facility. (Some subdistricts are already without a single 

functioning health centre.) The remaining hospitals will be overloaded, and 

more people are likely to seek alternatives, which may be dangerous. 

 

 Reduced agricultural production: While the 2015 winter wheat and barley 

harvest has been higher than expected due to above-average rainfall, the 

destruction of fields, mills, and grain silos has been noted. Ongoing conflict 

will continue to decrease the ability of the Syrian economy to produce, 

transport, store, and process grain and other foodstuffs. Below average 

rainfall in 2016 could reduce cereal production significantly. The resulting 

impacts on access to and availability of food will be mostly felt in northern 

areas, where communities remain partly reliant on domestic production, and 

will lead to more negative coping mechanisms, displacement and child 

labour. Widespread food shortages are only expected if the decrease in 

production is not balanced by a rise in cross-border trade. 

 

 Recruitment to armed groups: In some areas, receiving a salary from an AOG 

(or, indeed, a martyr’s benefit package) is reported to be one of the few 

livelihoods opportunities left. As the situation continues to deteriorate, the 

pool of potential combatants will expand, helping to maintain or even 

intensify the conflict. 
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Scenario 2  
Major territorial advances by the government of Syria 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Overview – Support from the GoR allows the GoS to launch a major new 

offensive with the objective of retaking or completely destroying one or more key 

opposition-held areas, the likely candidates being eastern Aleppo city, the the 

besieged Eastern Ghouta area of rural Damascus, or Idleb city. (This is in addition 

to the ongoing GoS effort to secure its current territory, push back AOGs on all 

sides, and take key military positions.) Such a new offensive would have an 

enormous humanitarian cost, and, if successful, introduce long-term shifts to 

conflict dynamics. 

 

Estimated caseload – Same as Scenario 1, with the addition of 350,000–

1 million new IDPs, and a more significant increase in PiN of shelter assistance. 

 

Background – The GoS could employ any of a multitude of strategies in 2016. 

The choice will be primarily influenced by the level of GoR support, base capacity 

to expand into new territory, and a possible international military response. 

 

GoR support: The goal of Russian intervention in Syria remains unclear. The most 

likely conjecture is that the GoR has intervened to prevent the GoS from losing 

further territory or momentum, with the long-term goal of securing its ally’s 

position for future negotiations. 

 

If this is the case, it is unlikely that the GoR would support attempts by the GoS 

to take back more territory, particularly as such attempts would require 

significant resources and would likely have a reputational cost. However, it is not 

impossible: the GoS may convince the GoR that a future Syrian state is not viable 

without control of Aleppo, rural Damascus, or Idleb. It is even possible that GoR 

actually intends to help facilitate a “military solution” to the conflict. Alternatively, 

GoS exuberance over Russian support may lead it to take action to retake these 

areas alone. 

 

GoS capacity: Many analysts believe that even with Russian air support, GoS 

lacks the strength for territorial acquisition, primarily due to a shortage of ground 

troops. Others argue that GoS still has resources to re-capture some areas, 

particularly if it embraces extreme tactics. For example, one scenario considered 

possible in workshops was a GoS mass bombing campaign in eastern Aleppo 

city, in which the Syrian Air Force goes neighbourhood by neighbourhood with 

airstrikes, barrel bombs and/or chemical weapons in an attempt to kill or force 

the departure of the entire population, and make the area unusable for AOGs. 

(Such a campaign may be difficult to undertake before spring, as GoS does not 

have all-weather air capability, and GoR is unlikely to assist in its direct 

implementation, though it will continue to provide support in other areas.)  

 

GoS is highly likely to attempt to re-take one or more of the areas listed in this 

Scenario, however it is most likely the offensive will have low capacity, and will 

be only a small escalation in an ongoing stalemate. However, a higher-capacity 

or unconventional attack, such as the one described above, cannot be entirely 

discounted. Such an attack would have a massive impact even if unsuccessful. 

If successful, it would open the door to further such offensives, significantly 

widening the conflict and possibly leading to a military defeat of AOGs, though 

such an outcome would likely take longer than 12 months to materialize. 

 

International military intervention: It is possible that an attack intended to 

destroy or displace an entire civilian population would prompt a proportionally 

heightened international response from the US or the Gulf states, which would 

significantly increase the tempo of conflict. However, such a response is far from 

certain: even stated opponents of accept Syrian President Bashar Al Assad may 

see a military victory by GoS as coherent with their long-term interests.  After the 

Paris attacks, there are already signs that the international community may be 

willing to accept Al Assad’s continued rule in the name of fighting IS, which could 

suggest to GoS that even increasingly violent tactics will not prompt a response. 
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Core assumptions 

 Expanded GoR involvement in the conflict is intended to help GoS expand 

and secure territory, with the goal of creating a military solution, rather 

than preventing GoS from losing further territory and prestige. 

 GoS has capacity to carry out large campaigns with only air support from 

Russia. Russia remains unwilling to put significant “boots on the ground” 

for territorial conquest. 

 Iran continues its policy of providing support and capacity building to GoS 

and Shi’ite armed groups, but does not significantly escalate its 

involvement. Hezbollah may or may not be involved in a new offensive. 

 Following a major loss of territory to the GoS, AOGs attempt violent 

retaliation. However, without major external assistance, such retaliation 

achieves little beyond in increase in violence. A crushing defeat for AOGs 

leads some groups to collapse completely, and others to be absorbed by 

larger groups. IS is empowered, as it again appears to be the strongest 

alternative to GoS, and gains the support of several other armed groups. 

Jabhat al Nusra (JAN) also benefits, contingent on how severely it has 

been damaged by the initial offensive.  

 Other assumptions remain similar to Scenario 1: the capacity of other 

conflict actors remains similar to current levels, the borders remain 

closed to asylum seekers, etc. 

 

Humanitarian consequences – Overall, the consequences of this would be 

similar to those of Scenario 1, with the addition of new displacements and 

damage to infrastructure around the specific conflict areas, ranging from 

moderate to total. 

 

 Displacement: The size of these displacements depends on where a GoS 

offensive is staged, but it is estimated that some 320,000 people reside in the 

AOG-controlled portion of Aleppo city, and 900,000 are in besieged and hard-

to-reach subdistricts of rural Damascus, which are the most likely targets of 

regime takeover. Displacements of up to 120,000 seem possible, though 

lower numbers are likely, not least because these areas are already besieged 

or close to besieged, and there may be few opportunities for people to flee. 

In the case of Aleppo, those fleeing the city will likely be displaced to rural 

Aleppo, rural Idleb, and Idleb city, with some heading north towards the 

Turkish border (depending on how difficult conflict makes the journey) and a 

substantial proportion heading for IS-held territory in the east. In rural 

Damascus, exit routes are less clear: if the population can escape, it seems 

possible that some will head towards the Jordanian border in the east, 

potentially leading to a huge increase in the size of the informal camp on the 

border there. Conditions in this camp are dire, and even a few thousand 

people would be very difficult to assist. How the government of Jordan would 

respond to the situation is an open question (see Wild Cards). Other IDPs may 

attempt to reach JAN-held territory further north, though this requires 

crossing multiple frontlines, so the numbers will likely be small. Others may 

attempt to reach IS-held territory in the east. 

 

 Reduced humanitarian access: Impact on humanitarian access depends on 

the area concerned: An attack on AOG-held eastern Aleppo city would 

immediately cut off the population there from assistance, and would create 

severe access issues in the surrounding areas, due to the new frontlines. An 

attack on rural Damascus would have similar consequences. Many AOGs are 

already reportedly suspicious of humanitarian staff, as ongoing airstrikes on 

AOG territory feed the belief that there must be spies supplying GoS or 

international forces with targeting information. Any major, successful GoS 

attack on an AOG area could inflame such suspicions across a broad swathe 

of other AOG-held territory. Humanitarian actors will be forced to make even 

more fraught and complex negotiations for even less access.  

 

 Increased protection concerns: It is unlikely that GoS attempts to re-take 

these two territories would also involve re-taking the population. It is expected 

that most inhabitants would either be displaced or killed. Any civilians that 

remain in former AOG-held areas that fall under GoS control will be highly 

vulnerable to reprisals, and are likely to be entirely out of reach of the 

humanitarian community. Displacement to other GoS-held areas will also be 

limited, as people will fear being branded terrorists.  
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Scenario 3 
Progress towards political transition 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Overview – The external powers currently backing conflict parties reach 

agreement on a political transition plan, which includes a total cessation of 

military support within Syria. In the short term, violence spikes as conflict parties 

scramble to achieve the best position. Few AOGs embrace the plan, and Syria is 

de facto divided between areas under control of a new “transitional authority”, 

and AOG- and IS-held areas, which remain under attack by international and GoS 

forces. By late 2016 there is a possibility of decreased conflict and increased 

humanitarian assistance in some areas, but also of a long-term intensification of 

conflict with the remaining AOGs and IS, including more active front lines, fuel 

shortages, and global and regional attacks by IS. Attacks on Middle Eastern 

countries now used as humanitarian hubs may severely limit the ability of 

humanitarian actors to work in the region, or force them to withdraw altogether. 

 

Estimated caseload – Increase in overall PiN and IDPs in the short term, and 

significant increase in PiN of food security, livelihoods, health, and WASH 

assistance. Severe intensification of needs. 

 

Background 

 

Feasibility of current plans: The alleged IS attacks in Egypt and Paris appear to 

have added urgency to world powers’ desire for an end to the conflict in Syria – 

or at least a transition from a multi-faceted civil war towards an internationally-

                                            
4 While a UN-monitored ceasefire is, in theory, part of the Vienna agreement, its implementation 
seems unlikely. The US and Russia have common ground based on a mutual interest in waging 
war on Sunni jihadist groups, and a shared desire not to burn further money and prestige on the 
Syrian conflict. However, it is difficult to believe the Gulf states and individuals that are the major 

supported war on IS and JAN. Even so, the January–May schedule proposed in 

Vienna for talks between the Syrian regime and the opposition appears 

unrealistic. Even if Russia and Iran agree to the removal of President Al Assad 

from power (without which no negotiated agreement with AOGs will be possible), 

it is difficult to imagine a situation in which Al Assad himself would agree to 

depart. Furthermore, it is highly unlikely that Russia and Iran (or even the US) 

would agree to the kind of significant dismantling of the Syrian state and security 

apparatus that AOGs would demand. Even if talks happen, meaningful progress 

is unlikely; it is more probable that, as in the past, the GoS will use the talks to 

gain time and space for a military offensive intended to regain lost territory (see 

Scenario 2). 

 

UN-monitored ceasefire: While a credible, enforceable agreement by external 

parties to stop arming Syria and fuelling the conflict would not necessarily lead 

to meaningful negotiations, it appears at the moment to be a minimum 

condition.4 As the war in Syria continues to intensify, and IS attacks on global 

targets increase, pressure for such a deal will mount. Whether it happens in 

January or, more likely, in mid-2016 or later, the expectation of a credible 

ceasefire supported by the US, Russia, Iran, and the Gulf, and monitored by the 

UN, is expected to lead to a significant surge in conflict intensity in Syria, as 

parties burn through resources in an effort to secure the best negotiating 

position. How significant this surge is will depend on how much capacity parties 

have. It may resemble Scenario 2, a major advance by GoS-GoR forces, to which 

AOGs are ill-equipped to respond, or it may be an overall intensification of conflict. 

IS may increase both conflict and asymmetrical attacks, in the hope of derailing 

the agreement. 

 

Transition of power: It is not impossible that the external agreement would 

attempt to create a meaningful transition of power in Syria, however, given the 

motivations of the external actors, it is most likely that any transition will simply 

backers of AOGs will commit to a ceasefire without (at least) a pre-agreement on the removal of 
Al Assad and his government: the outcomes these actors are most averse to are continued 
Iranian influence in Syria and a strengthened relationship between the US and Iran, both of which 
are implied in any US-Russia-Iran deal. 
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be a reshuffle of the current regime, offering Al Assad and a few other key players 

overseas retirement, and keeping other structures intact. It is unlikely that either 

AOGs or the Syrian people now living outside GoS-held areas will accept such a 

transition. However, meaningful negotiation with AOGs is not strictly necessary 

in this scenario. (One of the major AOGs, JAN, which is a designated terrorist 

group, has already been, in theory, barred from negotiations by external powers.) 

The removal of Al Assad will allow a face-saving alternative for the US and 

European countries, which have called for regime change in Syria, to align 

themselves with the GoS, rebranded as a “transitional government”, and define 

any AOGs who continue fighting as terrorists, and therefore targets in the next 

phase of the war. Faced with these options, some AOGs might be willing to lay 

down arms and join the transition. Many will not, and a significant number will 

quickly join either JAN or IS. 

 

Assumptions 

 External parties agree on the position of President Al Assad and a 

transition plan. 

 GoS and a small number of AOGs agree to a monitored ceasefire, and, 

along with the external powers, agree to intensify the fight against Sunni 

jihadist groups. 

 The agreement results in the de facto division of Syria into an 

internationally-backed enclave controlled by a restructured GoS 

(including Lattakia and Tartous, Damascus and the central corridor, 

Homs, Hama, and possibly Aleppo and parts of rural Idleb, as well as a 

semi-autonomous Kurdish region), and a second area controlled by 

multiple AOGs, most now allied with IS or JAN. An international coalition, 

in cooperation with the GoS, will wage an air and ground campaign 

against all remaining opposition groups. IS will continue and expand a 

campaign of global terror attacks, which will also target the countries 

surrounding Syria. 

 The transition plan entails expanded opportunities for humanitarian 

assistance. 

 Syria’s land borders remain highly restricted, and no new avenues are 

opened for Syrians to seek asylum in Europe or elsewhere. 

 

Progress of the scenario – In the short term, this scenario will resemble Scenario 

1, with ongoing conflict, increasing needs and deteriorating access. As the 

prospect of an externally imposed transition becomes clearer, a surge in conflict 

will lead to a significant worsening of the situation, with hundreds of thousands 

of new IDPs, and an even greater increase in needs. This worsening may also 

include the events described in Scenario 2. After the agreement has taken hold, 

the situation gradually improves in areas where ceasefires are maintained. An 

increase in access, including donor funding, allows for additional opportunities to 

provide support. Towards the end of 2016, plans for recovery and reconstruction 

of infrastructure in areas considered safe can begin.  

 

Humanitarian consequences 

 

 Humanitarian access: Once the transition is underway, the area 

controlled by the new GoS/transitional government will see an increase 

in humanitarian assistance. Restrictions on aid provision will be lifted, and 

the UN, INGOs and development organisations are invited to assist in 

reconstruction. Some areas remain difficult to access due to ongoing 

pressure from AOGs/IS, but the front lines are expected to solidify. The 

likelihood of asymmetrical attacks in the transitional government’s 

territory is high. Forced conscription will continue to be an issue on all 

sides. 

 

 Access to services in AOG/IS-controlled areas: Conditions in AOG/IS-

held territory improve in some aspects: all groups not accepting the 

transitional government will be targeted, but with that campaign now led 

by an international coalition, attacks on healthcare facilities, schools, 

residential areas, and civilian infrastructure may decrease, offering a 

degree of physical security akin to that currently existing in IS-held areas. 

For the AOG-held areas that were previously under regular attack by GoS 

forces, this would be a significant improvement. 
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However, needs and displacement will remain high, and access for 

humanitarian organisations is likely to significantly diminish. AOGs are 

expected to see the political transition as a betrayal by the international 

community, and will likely retaliate by cutting off access, diverting aid, and 

possibly committing violence against aid workers. The listing of AOGs 

unwilling to join the transition as terrorist organisations will make 

humanitarian access negotiations with them more difficult. By the end of 

the year, it is likely that all areas that have not joined the transition will 

have essentially zero access for international humanitarian organisations 

and their partners, even if they are not explicitly controlled by IS. IS 

governance will continue to be severe, and people living in both IS- and 

AOG-held areas will face serious protection concerns from purges, harsh 

penalties for crimes, forced recruitment and child recruitment, and 

gender-based violence. 

 

 Displacement: The decrease in conflict incidents facilitates the return of 

IDPs and refugees to areas perceived as safe. Displacement between 

transitional government/AOG-held areas is extremely limited, however, as 

any new arrivals on either side are viewed with deep suspicion by the 

security services, and likely to face detention, trial or execution. Many 

IDPs will therefore be unable to return to their places of origin. There will 

likely be continued tensions between IDPs and host communities, and, in 

the transitional government area, between supporters and opponents of 

the previous GoS. Long-term shelter solutions and support for the 

integration of displaced people will be needed. 

 

The humanitarian community may face further challenges, if faced with a series 

of successful asymmetrical attacks on Lebanon, Jordan or Turkey. (It is also 

possible in this scenario that Lebanon is destabilised.) Such a situation could 

limit scale-up of operations, force reductions in staff, and lead to temporary or 

permanent closures of field offices. Though unlikely, it is possible that the 

humanitarian community may increasingly find itself trying to coordinate the 

response from fortified “green zones”, which would pose significant challenges. 
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WILD CARDS 
 
The last four years have shown that the Syrian crisis can be unpredictable. Hence, a number of ‘wild cards’ should be considered for 2016 – events that are unlikely 
to occur but could result in a significant change in humanitarian needs or ability to respond. The following list is not exhaustive, but is rather a selection of unexpected 
developments that could happen in Syria, and were considered important by response actors who participated in the ACAPS scenario-building process: 
 

 

WILDCARD ASSUMPTIONS HUMANITARIAN IMPACT OF WILDCARD 

FUEL PRICE SPIKE  
Probability: 2/5 

Impact: Sudden, major deterioration 

A decrease in supply results in a sudden, 

significant increase in fuel prices. 

 A cut-off of the M5 highway for extended periods 

of time, for instance if IS expands west from 

Homs to try to connect areas under its control 

with Aarsal, Lebanon;  

 AND/OR fuel trade from IS-controlled areas, one 

of the main sources of fuel (up to 80%, according 

to unofficial estimates) ceases due to successful 

targeting of oil production facilities by coalition 

forces and/or a strategic decision by IS to hold 

back fuel; 

 AND actors, including the government of Syria, 

relief organisations and traders, are unable to 

rapidly reduce overall fuel prices by bringing in 

additional fuel from neighbouring countries. 

 

As of September 2015, the official price of petrol 

has increased to its highest point to date, at 

165 SYP per litre. A further sudden and significant 

increase in fuel prices would affect access to all 

basic needs in AOG- and GoS-held areas, from an 

increase in the price of water trucking to the inability 

to run generators in hospitals. Movement and trade 

will decrease or cease completely in areas that do 

not receive fuel imported by GoS. While international 

humanitarian actors will be able to bring in fuel from 

neighbouring countries to support operations, this 

increases operational costs and delays 

implementation. 

REFUGEE RETURN 
Probability: 1/5 

Impact: Static 
 

Within a month, more than 200,000 refugees 
return to a handful of areas in Syria  

 A significant escalation of the security situation 

in Lebanon or Iraq results in the voluntary return 

of refugees; 

 AND/OR voluntary return follows successful 

ceasefire negotiations; 

 AND/OR one or more host-country governments 

decide to forcibly expel Syrians, for instance after 

a safe zone or ceasefire is agreed. 

A significant number of returnees will result in a 

significant, localised increase in needs. Priorities are 

support to livelihoods and shelter reconstruction. If 

return to unsafe areas is forced, returnees are at 

high risk of protection concerns such as reprisals 

and arbitrary arrest when travelling into and through 

Syria. Households in Syria who are dependent on 

remittances from family members who have 

returned will require additional support.  
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IS LOSES CORE TERRITORIES 
Probability: <1/5 

Impact: Extreme deterioration in IS areas, long-

term improvement 

A sustained attempt to destroy the Islamic 
State results in massive casualties and 
destruction of infrastructure, and large 
displacements. 

 Though coalition airstrikes to date have had no 

impact on IS viability in core areas, new rounds 

of airstrikes, driven by the Paris attacks, are 

radically more effective (this is possible to the 

degree that coalition forces are willing to accept 

civilian casualties and displacement in order to 

degrade and destroy IS); 

 AND/OR Kurdish forces, which until now have 

shown neither willingness nor ability to act as an 

anti-IS ground force outside of recently captured, 

traditionally Kurdish areas, agree to support an 

attack on core IS territories, AND this assault is 

not immediately repelled; 

 AND/OR the GoS reverses its previous policy of 

widely ignoring IS (so as to present itself as the 

only alternative to a Syria governed by radical 

Islamists) and launches, or joins, an all-out 

assault on Ar-Raqqa; 

 AND/OR tribal or popular revolt helps oust IS 

IS is driven out of Ar-Raqqa by large-scale, 

indiscriminate bombing, followed by gruelling 

house-to-house fighting with ground troops. IS uses 

civilians as human shields, takes violent reprisals 

against perceived spies, and launches asymmetrical 

attacks wherever possible outside its territory. Tens 

of thousands die, primarily civilians, and more than 

1 million are displaced. Those fleeing face serious 

protection concerns, as they are everywhere 

regarded as potential IS attackers. Public services in 

IS areas are almost completely destroyed, and 

medical facilities are unavailable for the huge 

numbers of injured. Conflict makes large areas 

completely inaccessible to humanitarian actors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

IS ALLOWS ACCESS 
Probability: 1/5 

Impact: Improvement in IS areas 

IS gradually allows for sufficient humanitarian 
access to address an important part of the 
Health and WASH needs. 

 The recent ad hoc approval of specific aid 

projects in IS-controlled areas is the start of a 

wider trend, under conditions that are acceptable 

to both IS and the humanitarian community; 

 AND institutional humanitarian donors are willing 

and able to amend existing donor regulations to 

allow for substantial aid provision in IS controlled 

areas;   

 AND AOGs in charge of areas between the 

Turkish (and possibly Iraqi) borders and IS- 

controlled areas facilitate transport of 

humanitarian aid. 

 

Humanitarian organisations are able to provide 

water and health assistance to a part of the 

estimated 2.3 million people in need of support in IS-

controlled areas. As a result, the humanitarian 

needs in those areas decrease. However, the 

population remains at serious risk of protection 

concerns, including forced recruitment and arbitrary 

detention. As a result of the improvement in public 

services, displacement from AOG areas into IS 

becomes more common.  
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BUILD-UP AT THE BORDER  
Probablity: 1/5 

Impact: Static 

 

More than 50,000 IDPs stranded in the remote 
eastern border area between Jordan and Syria 

 

 A significant escalation of violence in rural 

Damascus and/or Dar’a results in the sudden 

displacement of over 50,000 people towards the 

eastern border; 

 AND/OR the situation in As-Sweida escalates, 

with forced conscription by GoS or the opening 

of a frontline by IS, resulting in significant 

displacement towards the eastern border; 

 AND entry into Jordan remains restricted to 50–

70 people a day; 

 AND there is no additional humanitarian access 

from Jordan into Syria – the extension of 

Resolution 2156 will, for instance, not allow UN 

to access additional borders. 

A significant build-up along the eastern Jordan–

Syria border, where there is currently very limited 

relief activity, quickly results in significant 

humanitarian concerns. Access to healthcare and 

WASH are immediate priority needs, as there is very 

limited infrastructure in the remote area. There is a 

high risk of disease outbreaks. Humanitarian access 

is very limited: the border crossings lack the 

infrastructure to facilitate large-scale relief 

operations and organisations have limited 

experience and networks to operate in the area. 

Without Security Council approval, UN agencies are 

not able to cross and respond.   

 

CHOLERA 
Probability: 2/5 

Impact: Deterioration 

 
Widespread cholera epidemic affects large 
swaths of the country. 

 

 Introduction of the vibro cholerae bacteria; 

 AND continuation of limited access to WASH and 

healthcare services and significant displacement 

flows facilitates spread of virus;  

 AND humanitarian access constraints limit 

cholera response. 

The outbreak starts in one of the areas suffering a 

significant deterioration in the WASH situation and 

high levels of displacement, such as Aleppo, Idleb, 

Homs, or Hama. The virus spreads to overcrowded 

areas such as informal tented settlements and 

collective shelters. An outbreak will almost certainly 

result in high levels of mortality. Armed groups will 

allow for additional access to address the epidemic. 

A significant portion of humanitarian relief resources 

are diverted to health and WASH interventions. 

 

IS ADVANCES 
Probability: 2/5 

Impact: Deterioration 

 
 
IS advances signficiantly change humanitarian 
needs and access 

It has proven extremely difficult to anticipate IS 

strategy and many of its territorial gains have come 

unexpectedly. It is therefore not possible to identify 

detailed conditions. Unforeseen shifts, either within 

Syria or outside, are more likely if IS is further 

pushed into a corner, including if coalition forces 

successfully degrade IS resources or if there is a 

large-scale tribal revolt in IS-controlled areas.   

IS advances result in significant displacement – 

people flee the fighting and exposure to Islamic 

State rule. The population in areas newly captured 

by IS are at high risk of human rights violations, with 

the group imposing harsh punishments on all those 

suspected of opposing their practices. Access to 

health and education are additional priority needs. 

Humanitarian access to the areas involved is close 

to impossible.  
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METHODOLOGY 
 

In November 2015, ACAPS conducted workshops in Gaziantep, Turkey and 

Amman, Jordan, to discuss plausible developments in Syria with staff involved in 

the humanitarian response. Participants came from UN and NGO backgrounds, 

with primary expertise in cross-border and cross-line humanitarian operations, 

access analysis, security analysis, and assessments. Additionally, ACAPS 

analysts engaged in a review of recent secondary data, and in external 

consultations. Additional meetings were held with multiple stakeholders to 

complement the findings. Altogether, staff from 11 UN agencies and INGOs 

participated in the development of these scenarios.  

 

The scenarios were developed by first identifying events (or developments) that 

have significantly changed the humanitarian situation in 2015 or have the 

potential to do so in 2016. The main events identified by stakeholders can be 

categorised into the following sets of variables: 

 Conflict dynamics, particularly GoS tactics, GoR support to GoS and IS 

advances 

 Level of external support to conflict parties 

 Damage and destruction to public services, including health and water 

infrastructure 

 Prices of staple foods and fuel 

 Armed actors perception of and attitude towards humanitarian aid 

 Restrictions posed by neighbouring countries on cross-border 

operations 

 Ability of Syrians to flee into neighbouring countries 

 Stability of refugee-hosting countries 

 

These variables were turned into assumptions, e.g. current levels of GoR support 

to GoS will continue or increase, which allows for significant GoS advances. 

Three scenarios were selected from the range of plausible developments. To 

reflect the complexity, and unpredictability, of the Syria crisis, a list of wild cards 

was developed. During the workshops, and additional consultations, the major 

impacts of each scenario and resultant humanitarian consequences were 

identified.   

 

During the process, the impact of each scenario has been identified. Impact 

reflects the extent to which the humanitarian situation will change under the 

scenario as compared to the situation in November 2015. 

 

 
 

LIMITATIONS 

Scenarios can seem to oversimplify an issue, as the analysis balances details 

with broader assumptions. The aim of scenario building is not to try and 

accurately predict the future but rather to understand the range of possible 

futures. It is not an end in itself, but a process for generating new ideas that 

should in turn lead to actual changes in project design or decision-making. For 

more information on how to build scenarios, please see the ACAPS Technical 

Brief on Scenario Development.  

 

THANK YOU 

ACAPS would like to thank all organisations that provided input to these scenarios, 

especially those who attended the workshops in Gaziantep and Amman. For 

additional information, comments or questions, please email analysis@acaps.org. 

http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/s-scenario-building---pocket-version.pdf
http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/s-scenario-building---pocket-version.pdf

