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This is the fourth set of scenarios published by SNAP since 
early 2013. Scenarios are a description of situations that could 
occur; a set of informed assumptions about a development that 
may require humanitarian action to support strategic planning, 
create awareness, provide early warning and promote prepared-
ness activities for those responding to the Syria crisis. For more 
information on the methodology of scenario development, 
please refer to the ACAPS Technical Brief “Scenario Develop-
ment.” These scenarios were developed by the SNAP team with 
input from four international organisations. SNAP would like 
to thank the participating agencies and welcome input which 
would further complement this report. 

SCENARIOS

Strategic Needs Analysis Project (SNAP)

January – June 2015

December 2014

Scenario 1:
Baseline: Continuation of the conflict and 
ongoing deterioration of the humanitarian 
situation

Scenario 2: 
Establishment of an alliance between the 
Islamic State (IS) and Jabhat Al Nusra (JAN) 
in northern Syria

Scenario 3: 
Eastern Aleppo city falls under siege

Scenario 4: 
Collapse of Government of Syria (GoS) 
services and subsidies

Scenario 5: 
Significant degradation IS sources of income

Scenario 6: 
International and regional actors establish a 
buffer zone 

Scenario 7: 
The ‘Aleppo Freeze’ takes hold

Scenario 8: 
Mass refugee returns from Lebanon to Syria

Scenario 9: 
Significant escalation of political and social 
tensions in Turkey 

Overview

Introduction

SYRIA

http://www.acaps.org/resourcescats/download/scenario_development_summary_brief/176
http://www.acaps.org/resourcescats/download/scenario_development_summary_brief/176
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Introduction

Nearly four years into the conflict, Syria’s humanitarian crisis continues to deteriorate and 
become increasingly complex. Syria now has the largest displaced population in the world, 
with over 12 million people in need within Syria and nearly 11 million people – about half 
its population - forced to flee, including 3.3 million who have sought refuge in other coun-
tries (OCHA 12/2014, ECHO 11/12/2014). The lack of progress towards a political solution has 
allowed the crisis to metastasise, as well as trigger a severe humanitarian crisis in neighbour-
ing Iraq, with the potential to de-stabilise other countries in the region. 

These scenarios highlight various humanitarian 
issues, including the potential of up to four million 
additional people in need of assistance and mass 
displacement of one million people within the 
first half of 2015. These potential developments 
highlight the need for reinforced preparedness 
and response capacities to mitigate the human-
itarian consequences for civilians. Most of the 
scenarios lead to decreased access for human-
itarian actors within Syria; thus effective coor-
dination and the development of common op-
erating principles continue to be necessary to 
negotiate with stakeholders and maximise access 
for all agencies operating in Syria.

The humanitarian crisis in Syria will continue 
to worsen to unprecedented levels, and with 
declining funding levels expected, there is a 
need for more targeted assistance to support 
the most vulnerable people in Syria.  A clearly 
defined vulnerability framework is required to 
inform assistance within Syria, and the trans-
parent development of such frameworks in ref-
ugee-hosting countries in the region should also 
be supported. 

This document is divided in two parts: Part A is dedicated to the three most likely scenarios; 
Part B contains six scenarios which are less likely to occur but are still relevant to inform 
contingency planning among organisations responding to the Syrian crisis.
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Overview
Part A - Main scenarios

Probability Level

Impact Level

Baseline: Continuation of the conflict and ongoing deterioration of the 
humanitarian situation

Establishment of an alliance between the Islamic State (IS) and Jabhat Al 
Nusra (JAN) in northern Syria

Eastern Aleppo city falls under siege

  Likely to occur within the next six months

  Important humanitarian impact*

Possible to occur within the next six months

Major humanitarian impact*

Possible to occur within the next six months

Major humanitarian impact*

Strengthened advocacy for an expansion of humanitarian space; devel-
opment of a vulnerability framework to target aid, as well as regular gap 
analysis; ongoing water treatment and provision; strengthened disease 
monitoring and surveillance systems.

Negotiations and advocacy for improved humanitarian space (including 
the clarification of donor restrictions on assistance in IS areas), decreased 
interference, and eased border restrictions in order to facilitate the pro-
vision of humanitarian assistance. 

Due to lack of access, cash assistance can help meet needs in the short-
term; implementation of monitoring and accountability mechanism re-
garding the use of siege tactics on civilians and indiscriminate weapons.

N/A

Targeting of JAN by the international coalition; western pressure on op-
position groups to target IS; JAN strategy to avoid internal fragmentation. 

The Government of Syria (GoS) cuts off the opposition’s northern supply 
lines and encircles eastern Aleppo city from the west. 

1

http://www.humanitarianresponse.info/system/files/documents/files/RM_Syria_20141217_Final_1830.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/syria_en.pdf
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Overview
Part B - Additional scenarios

Collapse of GoS services and subsidies

Significant degradation IS sources of income

International and regional actors establish a buffer zone 

The ‘Aleppo Freeze’ takes hold

Mass refugee returns from Lebanon to Syria

Significant escalation of political and social tensions in Turkey 

Unlikely to occur within next six months

Important humanitarian impact*

Unlikely to occur within next six months

Moderate humanitarian impact* 

Unlikely to occur within next six months

Major humanitarian impact*

Unlikely to occur within next six months

Minor humanitarian impact*

Unlikely to occur within next six months

Major humanitarian impact*

Advocacy for an expansion of humanitarian space; health services, partic-
ularly immunisations, maternal health care, emergency and trauma care, 
and chronic diseases; shelter and protection assistance for IDPs and host 
families.  

WASH and food assistance; the development of a common humanitarian 
framework for the delivery of assistance.

Protection, WASH, food and camp management/shelter assistance; and 
humanitarian access to the buffer zone.

Restoration of essential services, particularly water and electricity, and 
local markets.

Protection monitoring of returnees to ensure respect of their rights and 
access to services; shelter and camp management assistance.

Ensuring access to protection, livelihoods, health care, and shelter as-
sistance, particularly for non-camp refugees; WASH assistance in camps; 
social cohesion programmes.

Russia and/or Iran’s respective economic crises result in major cuts in 
support to the GoS; GoS prioritises its limited resources to its military 
effort at the expense of basic services.

Airstrikes and international sanctions result in major losses to IS funding; 
IS diverts resources from service provision activities to sustain its mili-
tary presence.

Significant gains by IS against western-backed opposition forces; mass dis-
placement towards border areas.

Prolonged stalemate; desire to avoid IS gains in the area; external pres-
sure (civilian pressure on the opposition or more urgent military pres-
sure elsewhere for the GoS) on either or both parties to negotiate. 

Growing sectarian and political tensions in Lebanon; additional incursions 
by Syrian opposition groups into Lebanese border areas; collapse of Leb-
anon’s economy.

A major crisis, such as a refugee influx or spillover of the conflict, leads to 
heightened social and political tensions in Turkey.

Possible to occur within the next six months

Important humanitarian impact*

*Humanitarian impact is a measure of how the humanitarian situation deteriorates due to the 
scenario assumptions. 
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Sc

en
ar

io 1
Probability Level

Impact Level

Baseline: Continuation of the conflict and ongoing deterioration of the 
humanitarian situation

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Aleppo, Ar-Raqqa, Damascus, Dar’a, Deir-ez-Zor, rural Homs, Hama, 
Rural Damascus, and Quneitra governorates.

Up to 4,000,000

Core assumptions

Projected impact

Summary: Continuous national and international efforts to influence the situation in 
Syria are unable to significantly change the trajectory of the current conflict. The offensive 
by opposition groups in the south of the country continues, without significant changes in 
areas of control. GoS forces continue gains around Aleppo city and encircle the eastern op-
position-controlled neighbourhoods. IS remains in control of large swathes of the country 
and opens new fronts in rural Homs and Hama. The humanitarian situation further esca-
lates and the overwhelming majority of the population is in need of life-saving assistance. 
Despite limited efforts of armed groups to uphold basic infrastructure, systematic failures 
of the water and electricity infrastructure become even more apparent. Criminality is wide-
spread, albeit more covert in areas controlled by the GoS. Civilians in GoS-held areas are 
able to access some basic services, however the population is increasingly affected by an 
increase in prices, notably wheat and fuel, and rampant corruption and extortion. In the ab-
sence of accountability mechanisms, human rights violations committed by all parties to the 
conflict for economic, military and ideological purposes, further increase to unprecedented 
levels. Priority needs include WASH, health, protection and access to food.

• All parties to the conflict continue to receive funds, logistical support, intelligence 
and weapons from allied state and non-state actors and levels of external support 
do not significantly change. The number of civilians joining well-funded armed groups 
in search of protection and income sources increases, enabling the main opposition 
groups to continue their offensives. International efforts to degrade the capacity of IS 
and other armed groups are only partly successful and do not significantly impact IS 
military conduct.  

• Heavy fighting continues in the south of Syria, where armed opposition groups in-
creasingly unify their efforts to gain control of areas under GoS control.  The resulting 
increase in capacity strengthens opposition offenses within Dar’a and Quneitra gov-
ernorates, despite continuing mutual mistrust. However, any longer-term takeover of 
strategic areas is repelled by GoS forces.  The high levels of conflict and resulting lack 
of stability leads to frequent displacement events and prevents the sustainable provi-
sion of services. 

• GoS continues to encircle opposition-controlled areas of eastern Aleppo city and 
eventually lays siege to the estimated 300,000 people residing there.  Besieged neigh-
bourhoods are subject to continuing aerial attacks, causing a high number of casual-
ties. Although movement is heavily restricted, a number of people manage to flee to 
the western GoS-held part of the city, as well as towards the Bab Al Hawa crossing 
in an attempt to cross into Turkey.  

• Small-scale conflict events continue in northern rural Aleppo, with JAN increasingly 
gaining strength (both in terms of territorial gains and governance) to the detriment 
of Free Syria Army (FSA) fighters. While JAN attempts to take control of the GoS-
held towns of Nubul and Zahraa are unsuccessful, increased fighting results in the 
displacement of some of the estimated populations residing in the area, although 
large-scale displacement is limited by the siege conditions. The conflict in Ain Al Arab/
Kobani moves into a protracted stalemate, with neither party gaining a significant 
advantage over the other.

• IS continues to make gradual gains and opens new fronts in eastern rural parts of 
Homs and Hama, while continuing its military operations in Deir-ez-Zor. Through 
offenses in Hama, GoS successfully establishes longer-term control of the strategic 
town of Morek and surrounding areas.

• Ar-Raqqa continues to be hit by a combination of targeted coalition strikes and indis-
criminate GoS aerial bombardments. IS successfully portrays the resulting destruc-
tion, decrease in service provision, and casualties as an offense against Islam, thereby 
preventing popular uprising against IS control. 

• While localised truces and peace agreements continue to provide temporary relief to 
the population concerned (primarily in Damascus and Rural Damascus), the current 
push for the Aleppo freeze negotiations (see scenario ‘Aleppo Freeze takes hold’) 
are not fruitful. Cross-border operations, as outlined under UN Security Council 
resolutions 2139 and 2165 continue, but ongoing political, bureaucratic, logistic, and 
security restrictions prevent the required further scale-up of formal and informal 
cross-border relief operations. Humanitarian access from Damascus remains at the 
same, heavily restricted, levels. The main change in humanitarian access is witnessed 
in Hama, where GoS gains reduce access for humanitarian actors operating outside 
of the GoS-approved framework and as a result, are no longer able to provide aid. 

•  National: By mid-2015, almost all of the population remaining in Syria is in need of 
support, with a significant majority of the population in need of life-saving assistance. 
An increased percentage of the population is solely dependent on humanitarian assis-
tance. Those most affected are concentrated in areas under siege; under-served rural 
areas, heavily contested areas; and areas hosting large numbers of IDPs.

• Protection violations remain at the forefront of the humanitarian crisis. In the con-
text of widespread impunity, actors increasingly commit human rights violations for 
economic or ideological purposes. These violations either serve a military purpose, 
with arbitrary detention or kidnapping of political opponents, or are a consequence 
of the security vacuum, resulting in increased extortion and corruption. All armed 
groups expand voluntary and involuntary recruitment, making it extremely difficult 
for men and adolescent boys to move around. Freedom of movement is further con-
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strained by ongoing border restrictions imposed by neighbouring countries. 

• Despite the current global decrease in oil prices, Syrian consumers witness a surge in oil 
and fuel prices, due to the combination of an increase in demand during the winter, GoS 
subsidy cuts, and destruction of oil production and trade following coalition airstrikes. In 
addition, improper use of oil infrastructure in areas no longer under GoS control further 
degrades production, notably in Deir-ez-Zor, while opportunities to repair damaged oil 
wells and refineries are limited. With the arrival of warmer temperatures in March, prices 
gradually decrease.

• Due to the increased monopolisation of basic goods and services, access to a basic stan-
dard of living is restricted to those with access to resources and connections, further 
pushing the remainder of the population into poverty. The high levels of inequality, already 
structurally embedded before the start of the crisis, reach unparalleled heights. 

• Areas under GoS control: Civilians in areas under GoS control still have relatively 
good access to basic services. However, the gradual scale-down of subsidies and market 
support, triggered by an increasingly tightened GoS budget, increases fuel and bread 
prices.

• The contracting local economy and vacuum of law and order leads to increased cor-
ruption and criminality. Although the GoS retains overall control of its armed allies and 
bureaucratic system, day-to-day conduct of para-military groups and pro-government 
entities is characterised by extortion and levying of informal taxes. 

•  Areas outside of GoS control: Service delivery is ad-hoc and highly dependent on 
the capacity and willingness of the armed group in control to provide services or allow 
support from humanitarian actors. The large-scale infrastructure projects required to 
repair, maintain and expand water and electricity provision do not take place. As a con-
sequence, the provision of water and electricity through the public system continues to 
deteriorate. 

• Civilians in rural areas face even more difficulties accessing basic services compared to 
their urban counterparts. Access to urban areas, where services are traditionally con-
centrated, is hampered due to insecurity and high transport costs. This is of particular 
concern in rural Al-Hasakeh, Aleppo, Deir-ez-Zor, Ar-Raqqa, and Quneitra governorates. 

• Livelihood opportunities outside of the war economy are slim, with most remaining 
trade and production interconnected with armed groups and illicit activities. To cope with 
the deteriorating situation, civilians increasingly turn to armed groups for protection and 
join the ranks of well-funded groups, such as IS and JAN, in search of a source of income. 
Agricultural production, an important source of income for most areas outside of GoS 
control, further decreases. The impact of this will be clearly felt during the wheat harvest 
season in May and June. 

• Until now, major outbreaks of communicable diseases have been contained (MSNA 
30/10/2014, UNDP 2011). However, pockets of areas with low vaccination rates, coupled 
with limited access to health services, result in some localised outbreaks of measles, 
typhoid and Hepatitis A. 

•  Besieged areas: Besieged areas of Damascus, Rural Damascus and Homs generally 
remain cut off with a potential truce made in Al Wa’er (Homs), following nearly one 
year of negotiations. As eastern Aleppo city becomes increasingly encircled by GoS, 
the movement of goods and relief decreases. On the rare occasions when aid convoys 
are allowed to enter, relief actors are barred from distributing medicine, health sup-
plies or water treatment chemicals. The estimated 300,000 people in eastern Alep-
po city are affected by significant price increases, shortages of basic goods and the 
breakdown of the health infrastructure, resulting in an increasingly life-threatening 
situation in all areas concerned. The increasing unification of opposition groups under 
the Islamic Front umbrella facilitates coordination of aid within these areas. 

• In all besieged areas, the lack of food and infant formula leads to malnutrition (wast-
ing) among children under-five. In areas under siege for more than six months, there 
are occasional deaths from starvation.

• Aerial attacks on civilian infrastructure continue, with indiscriminate weapons such as 
barrel bombs causing a large number of casualties. The functioning of eastern Aleppo 
city’s hospitals and health services is severely diminished due to the lack of supplies, 
causing an increase in mortality as a result of conflict-related injuries and non-com-
municable diseases such as hypertension and diabetes.

• Water pollution, already a priority concern in besieged areas, increases, with sewage 
and garbage increasingly contaminating potable water sources and causing localised 
disease outbreaks (UNICEF 12/11/2014, MSNA 30/10/2014). 

• Kurdish areas: Although clashes between IS and the Kurdish Democratic Union 
(PYD) continue, areas away from frontlines, particularly in Al-Hasakeh, remain rel-
atively stable.  Kurdish groups take advantage of this stability by improving service 
delivery, resulting in improved access to health and education. The main concern re-
mains access to water which, due to fuel shortages, destruction of infrastructure and 
pre-crisis vulnerabilities, remains patchy. 

•  UN resolutions & coordination: There are no significant changes in levels of 
humanitarian access. UN Security Council resolutions 2139 and 2165 are extended, 
allowing for infrequent cross-border aid deliveries, but no additional enforcement 
mechanisms are put in place to deter breaching of the terms of the resolutions. 

• In the absence of agreement, including GoS approval, on the leadership and manage-
ment of humanitarian coordination structures being seated in Damascus (instead of 
at the regional level, in Amman), response areas will continue to be coordinated via 
sectors instead of through the cluster system.  Due to a continued lack of clarity, 
the coordination architecture, response plans, and operations will continue to be 
hampered by politics and confidentiality concerns.  The lack of clarity around sector 
leadership may lead to deepening coordination and accountability issues, and growing 
gaps and overlaps between UN and NGO efforts, as well as between offices operating 
cross-border and those based in Damascus.

Humanitarian access 

4

http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-multi-sectoral-needs-assessment-msna-october-2014
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-multi-sectoral-needs-assessment-msna-october-2014
http://www.arabstates.undp.org/content/dam/rbas/doc/poverty/BG_15_Poverty%2520and%2520Inequality%2520in%2520Syria_FeB.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-crisis-monthly-humanitarian-situation-report14-october-12-november
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-multi-sectoral-needs-assessment-msna-october-2014
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• Needs continue to outpace the response, while donor fatigue decreases the pool of avail-
able funds. Donor regulations for aid provision in Syria tighten, particularly in areas under 
control of armed groups designated as ‘terrorist’ organisations, making it more difficult 
for international actors to reach vulnerable populations and undertake remote program-
ming. Some donors align humanitarian to strategic military objectives, which leads to the 
further politicisation of aid. Non-traditional donors increasingly step up to fill part of the 
existing gap, however these funding flows are not able to address all existing needs and 
are not always driven by the humanitarian imperative.

Priority humanitarian interventions

• Continued advocacy for an expansion of humanitarian space, easing of bureaucratic re-
strictions, increased cross-border aid delivery, and strengthened humanitarian coordina-
tion, including effective enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance with the con-
ditions set out in Security Council resolutions 2139 and 2165, are required to improve 
assistance to affected populations. 

• Humanitarian agencies should improve operational coordination when implementing 
programmes in areas controlled by IS and other designated ‘terrorist’ groups.

• Given funding reductions, there is a need to further target assistance according to need, 
based on a commonly agreed whole of Syria (WoS) vulnerability framework. The provi-
sion of essential assistance such as food, access to water and healthcare by humanitarian 
actors to besieged, hard-to-reach and contested areas continues to be a high priority.

• The lack of clean water in areas experiencing water shortages and shortages of water 
treatment chemicals are key concerns. 

• The gaps in vaccination coverage are of concern, heightening the risk of a major disease 
outbreak. Strengthened monitoring and disease surveillance are a priority to detect and 
prevent outbreaks of communicable diseases such as measles.

• National and international accountability mechanisms are necessary to deter parties 
from committing further human rights violations. 

5
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Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Idleb, Aleppo, northern Hama, and Lattakia governorates, and south-
eastern Turkey.

Up to 3,500,000

Sc
en

ar
io 2 Establishment of an alliance between the Islamic State (IS) and Jabhat Al 

Nusra (JAN) in northern Syria

Summary: While this scenario is focused on an IS alliance with JAN, it could apply to oth-
er Islamist armed groups, such as the Islamic Front, Army of Islam or Mujahedeen Army. In 
this scenario, a majority of fighters from JAN, and possibly other Islamist groups, agree to 
an alliance with IS, allowing IS to gradually widen its territorial control. IS and its new allies 
begin offensives to take the key Bab Al Hawa and Bab Al Salam crossings on the Syria-Turkey 
border, followed by a push towards western and southern Aleppo and southern Idleb. IS 
takeover of the crossing points leads to border closures and a severe contraction of human-
itarian operations that currently serve to up to five million people. Battles in border areas 
cause significant displacement into Turkey and Lattakia, which already host a high number of 
displaced people.

This scenario is limited to a six month timeframe, however, the development of the sce-
nario outlined here could lead to a strengthened IS presence in other JAN strongholds 
in Rural Damascus and the Qalamoun, and possibly (although less likely) in Dar’a and 
Quneitra in the next 12 months.  An IS expansion into areas bordering Lebanon, Jordan 
and the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights would have major regional implications.

Core assumptions 

• An IS-JAN alliance is triggered by one or a combination of the following factors: 

• International coalition airstrikes and sanctions against IS have also targeted 
JAN and caused significant losses and casualties, causing them to look for 
well-resourced allies. 

• Opposition groups are pressured by their international backers to target 
JAN, along with IS. 

• Some of the groups under JAN begin to consider joining IS as a result of 
its recent gains and consider joining IS. To avoid JAN’s fragmentation, its 
leaders agree to an alliance with IS.  

• JAN is pressed to take  sides between IS on one side and the west-
ern-backed opposition and Kurdish groups on the other. Due to ideologi-
cal similarities, JAN allies with IS. 

• The JAN-IS alliance allows IS access to areas under control of JAN, expanding IS 
presence across northern Syria, particularly northern Idleb and rural Aleppo.

• Azaz and the Bab Al Hawa and Bab Al Salam crossing points become the immediate 
focus of conflict between IS-JAN forces and other opposition groups. The resulting 
takeover of Bab Al Hawa by IS-JAN leads the Government of Turkey (GoT) to stop 
population movements across the border crossings and to severely restrict trade 
and humanitarian goods at these points. Increased fighting between the FSA and IS-
JAN allows the GoS to make gains in southern Idleb, northern Hama, and in Aleppo 
city.

• IS presence in JAN-held areas sparks fighting with other opposition forces, poten-
tially forcing opposition groups in the north to seek alliances and a safe haven in the 
Kurdish area of Afrin (Aleppo).  This could lead to Afrin being targeted by IS-JAN, 
although this is unlikely within the six month timeframe of these scenarios.

• GoS continues intense airstrikes, including the use of barrel bombs, on key towns in 
new and old population centres in Aleppo, Ar-Raqqa, Deir-ez-Zor, and Idleb gover-
norates. One objective of the airstrikes is to demonstrate GoS’ willingness to fight 
extremist groups to the international community. 

• In a last effort to save the FSA, the US and other western and Arab states push op-
position groups to fight IS-JAN and channel funding to moderate groups who do so 
in Northern Aleppo and Idleb. 

• Airstrikes by the international coalition increase in geographic scope and target IS’ 
new allies in Idleb and Aleppo.

6
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Humanitarian impact

•  Access: Bab Al Hawa and Bab Al Salam border crossings are the main entry points for 
commercial goods into Syria, as well as for vital humanitarian assistance targeting about 
five million people in Aleppo, Idleb, northern Hama and Lattakia governorates. IS control 
of these crossing points would lead GoT to close its borders, as occurred in IS-controlled 
Jarablus and Tal Abiad, leading to a major deterioration in humanitarian access. Border clo-
sures would force humanitarian actors to suspend most activities, increasing the number 
of people in need. 

• Humanitarian access has to be negotiated with IS, which strongly regulates and intervenes 
in aid delivery in areas under its control, as witnessed in eastern Syria. Detention of and 
violence against humanitarian workers will occur in IS’ expanded areas of control, in at-
tempts to coerce them to follow IS rules. 

• Counter-terrorism regulations by western donors and GoT further impact the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance into the north of Syria. There is increased scrutiny of humanitarian 
actors operating from Turkey by GoT and some aid workers are arrested and detained. 

• Funding intended for cross-border assistance is largely unable to be spent or is re-directed 
to other operations, possibly to support Turkey’s response to increased numbers of Syrian 
refugees.

• Service delivery, led by JAN in areas they control, JAN, currently managed by local struc-
tures under the group’s umbrella, decreases due to the increasing cost of goods and ser-
vices as a result of border closures and the lack of humanitarian support. 

•  Displacement: Major displacement occurs in conflict hotspots, such as western Aleppo 
(Azaz, Afrin, Mare’a, Suran, Haritan, Atareb) and Idleb (Dana, Kafr Takharim, Salqin, Harim, 
Saraqeb and Sarmin) towards either the Turkish border or to Lattakia governorate. These 
areas already host a significant number of IDPs, especially border areas which host a num-
ber of IDP camps. A major influx into Turkey could lead GoT to restrict refugee entry, as 
witnessed in Ain Al Arab/Kobani. 

• Both southern Turkey and Lattakia are already hosting significant displaced populations, 
causing stress on absorption capacities and basic services provided by GoT and GoS, lead-
ing to an increase in severity and number of people in need.

•  Protection: IS perpetrates significant human rights violations, particularly targeting wom-
en, girls, minority groups, and those opposing IS’ presence. Violations include arbitrary ar-
rest, detention, physical and gender-based violence, summary executions, kidnapping, and 
trafficking.  Areas under JAN control have also recorded several cases of human rights 
violations, such as the torture, kidnapping and execution of its opponents. 

• Ongoing, heavy use of barrel bombing by GoS causes casualties among civilians, targeting 
civilian facilities such as health services, schools, and bakeries. This is of particular concern 
for population centres in Ar-Raqqa, Aleppo, and Idleb. 

•  Food security and livelihoods: The conflict continues to fuel the illicit war economy, 
which is controlled by powerful people affiliated to IS-JAN. Active smuggling areas in IS-
JAN’s new areas of control, especially in northern Idleb (Janoudiyeh, Harim, and Darkoush), 

see an increase in the smuggling of oil, sugar and other commodities to Turkey as 
a source of income. IS-JAN’ increased area of control leads to a wider and more 
diverse economic base to support its multiple operations on different fronts. 

• The lack of seeds, fertiliser, machinery, and fuel, which have been exacerbated by 
GoT’s border closures, makes agricultural production exceedingly difficult, particu-
larly in Ar-Raqqa, Deir-ez-Zor, and southern Al Hasakeh, where poverty levels area 
already the highest in Syria. The lack of livelihoods and poor living condition force 
many civilians from these areas to join IS forces, where they receive regular salaries. 

• Syria’s food security situation is highly affected by drought-like conditions, lack of 
inputs, and insecurity, which have contributed to poor agricultural production in 
2014. IDP camps in the north, which are heavily dependent on aid, experience a 
significant deterioration in food security due to border closures and suspension 
of aid activities. Markets in IS strongholds (Ar-Raqqa, Deir-ez-Zor, Al Hasakeh and 
Eastern Rural Aleppo), are more controlled and people are able to find necessary 
commodities locally, at least in the short-term. 

• IS-JAN is not able to subsidise fuel for bakeries in their new areas of control in 
Aleppo and Idleb, which is a major problem for bakeries and leads to an increase 
in prices of bread.

•  WASH: There is a major deterioration in the availability of water and sanita-
tion assistance in new areas of IS-JAN control experience, due to the suspension 
of large WASH programs following border closures. Southern Idleb and northern 
Hama are most affected as their water infrastructure systems are heavily damaged.  

• Health: The lack of humanitarian activities in the new IS-JAN areas is a key con-
tributing factor to the deterioration of the health situation, as the majority of 
health facilities in these areas have previously been supported by humanitarian 
organisations. These areas are expected to be targeted by GoS airstrikes, causing 
an increase in conflict-related injuries, which cannot be managed with the local 
capacity and supplies available. 

• GoS airstrikes target and damage health facilities, further weakening the existing 
health infrastructure. Health workers are displaced due to insecurity and lack of 
salaries, leading to an increase in non-functional health facilities at all levels.  

• In cases of localised disease outbreaks, IS allows some access to humanitarian ac-
tors in order to avoid an epidemic. 

•  Education: The current state of education in IS-held areas is already dire, due to 
the imposition of ideologically-driven curricula which support IS’ views and mis-
sion and which offer poor access for girls. This approach is imposed in newly taken 
areas.

•  Shelter: Displacement to Turkey and Lattakia, and other areas with lower conflict 
intensity, leads to significant growth in shelter needs, leading the GoT to establish 
new camps in southern Turkey and putting major pressure on limited shelter avail-
able in Lattakia.
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• The situation in IDP camps clustered along northern border areas deteriorates due to sus-
pended aid services, leading many camps to close. An estimated 50,000-100,000 residents of 
closed IDP camps flee towards Turkey or Lattakia.

• Major damage to shelter in newly taken IS-JAN areas reduces access to safe shelter, although 
displacement from these areas helps to reduce demand. 

Priority humanitarian interventions

• Rigorous advocacy aimed at GoT, GoS, donors, IS and JAN is required to negotiate for im-
proved humanitarian space, decrease interference, and ease border restrictions to facilitate 
the entry of refugees and the provision of humanitarian assistance. 

• Without humanitarian space or free movement of goods, the international community should 
work closely with local aid committees and authorities to provide resources and technical 
support, particularly for the provision of clean water, shelter, protection, and health services.

• Cash-based and livelihoods assistance will be essential to address weakened purchasing pow-
er in the short-term. 

8
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Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Eastern neighbourhoods of Aleppo city, northern Jebel Saman dis-
trict. 

Sc
en

ar
io 3 Eastern Aleppo city falls under siege

150,000 People

Summary: Through offensives north of Aleppo city (Handarat area and around Nubul and 
Zahraa), GoS forces cut the only supply route between Turkey and Aleppo city. As a result, 
trade and relief provision to eastern, opposition-controlled areas of Aleppo city is effectively 
halted, causing widespread shortages of food, fuel and a complete breakdown of the health 
infrastructure. The 300,000 people trapped in the eastern part of the city face a life-threat-
ening situation, with extremely limited access to basic goods and income opportunities. The 
increase in fighting that precedes the besiegement results in widespread damage to key infra-
structure in opposition-held areas in Aleppo city. 

Core Assumptions

• There are several possible modalities for a GoS to siege  of eastern areas of Aleppo 
city,:

• GoS forces send reinforcements to Aleppo to take the Handarat area. 
GoS forces, supported by airstrikes and various paramilitary groups, 
attack towns close to the besieged towns of Nubul and Zahraa, such 
as Haritan, Anadan, Haiyan and others, in an attempt to ease the pres-
sure applied on the besieged areas, and prevent them from supporting 
the Handarat front. 

• GoS successfully encircles the opposition, starting from the western 
neighbourhoods of the city toward the northeast. 

• Neighbourhoods under opposition control in the city of Aleppo are 
targeted with barrel bombings, including Tareq Al Bab, Masaken Hana-
no, Haidariyeh, Kadi Askar, Bustan al Qasr and others.

• To increase pressure on opposition groups and divert opposition re-
sources inside the city away from the offensive on Handarat front, 
GoS shifts a large number of forces to the south of Aleppo city. 

• Besieged areas are subject to ongoing aerial attacks, causing a high number of casu-
alties. Although movement is heavily restricted, a number of people manage to flee 
to western, GoS-held parts of the city. People then flee onwards towards Bab Al 
Hawa, in an attempt to cross into Turkey. 

Projected Impact

Eastern Aleppo city

• Humanitarian access: Despite ongoing advocacy efforts, the international hu-
manitarian community is unable to gain consistent access to eastern Aleppo. On 
the few occasions that aid convoys are allowed to enter, relief actors are barred 
from distributing medicine, health equipment or water treatment chemicals.  The 
increasing unification of opposition groups under the Islamic Front umbrella facili-
tates coordination of aid within these areas. 

• GoS takeover of the Azaz-Aleppo road effectively blocks all movement of goods 
into eastern Aleppo city, cutting the area off from most trade and relief.  All 300,000 
people, including 100,000 IDPs, residing in eastern neighbourhoods are affected 
by significant price increases, shortages of basic goods, and the breakdown of the 
health infrastructure, resulting in an increasingly life-threatening situation in all areas 
concerned.

• Food security: Prices of basic commodities increase up to 100% in the days prior 
to and following the besiegement, as civilians stock up in preparation for market 
shortages, as previously witnessed in certain areas of Aleppo city. Communities 
in the eastern part of the city do not produce their own food and are reliant on 

To Tureky 
Via Bab al Salama

To Tureky 
Via Bab Al Hawa

Handrat

1,200,001 - 2,000,000
750,001 - 1,200,000
300,001 - 750,000
100,001 - 300,000
2,400 - 100,000

Population

Displacement

GoS progressing lines

Areas of frontlines

Kafr
Hamra

Haritan

Hayyan

Andan

Byanun

Aleppo

Daret
Azza

As-Safira

Tal
Hasel

Nubul
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markets and food aid as a main source of food. The amount of food available in shops 
decreases as a result of the cut-off of supplies, and most food aid is unable to reach the 
population in need. Consequently, people are forced to adopt extremely harmful cop-
ing mechanisms, including severely reducing the number of meals per day. The propor-
tion of people in need of food assistance (currently at around 10% of the population in 
eastern neighborhoods) increases to 50-75%.

• Malnutrition: The lack of infant formula and food to feed children between 6-24 
months is a primary concern and an increasing number of young children suffer from 
malnutrition (wasting), which occasionally results in death if the siege continues beyond 
six months. 

• Protection: Aerial attacks on civilian infrastructure continue, with indiscriminate 
weapons such as barrel bombs causing a large number of casualties. Recruitment of 
children into armed groups, already a major issue, increases.  Those allegedly support-
ing the GoS are arrested and detained. 

• Health: Barrel bombs continue to damage the remaining health infrastructure. The 
health system is heavily reliant on the supply of medicine, vaccinations and equipment 
from Turkey. Without this support, the functioning of hospitals and health services is se-
verely diminished, causing an increase in mortality as a result of conflict related injuries 
and non-communicable diseases such as hypertension and diabetes. 

• Livelihoods: Without trade opportunities and relief provision, the main sources of 
income are eroded, forcing communities to resort to dangerous income-generating 
activities, including joining armed groups and moving through checkpoints and con-
tested areas. 

• Shelter: The lack of income or assets, coupled with an increase in prices, further de-
creases purchasing power. Heating fuel and cooking gas, only available in limited quanti-
ties, is unaffordable to most. In addition, households cannot access tools and materials 
required to repair damage caused by continuing barrel bombing. 

• WASH: The main sources of water - the public water network and water truck-
ing – are increasingly unable to meet demand due to shortages in fuel. Water pollu-
tion, already a priority concern in the areas concerned, increases, with sewage and 
garbage increasingly contaminating potable water sources (UNICEF 12/11/2014, MSNA 
30/10/2014). 

Other areas

• Humanitarian access: Damascus-based actors are allowed to provide aid to areas 
recently retaken by SAF. However, bureaucratic impediments and the volatile security 
situation curtail the required scale-up.

• Displacement: Increased fighting in the areas around Haritan and northern Jebel 
Saman displaces about 50,000 people.  Although the security situation stabilises after 
GoS takes control of most areas, return is hampered by ongoing small-scale clashes 
resulting from opposition groups intending to re-establish supply lines into Aleppo city. 

• Access to basic services: The large-scale destruction of infrastructure, including 
health and water systems, continues to impact the remaining population even after 
fighting subsides.  While GoS provides some basic services to the population in these 
areas, partly by allowing for additional humanitarian aid, it is insufficient to cover needs.

• Protection: Arrest and detention of those suspected of opposing GoS is widespread. 
Men of conscription age are at risk of forced recruitment and limit their movement 
as a result. 

Priority humanitarian concerns

• The main priority needs, including health supplies, infant feeding and water treatment 
chemicals, are unlikely to be met through the infrequent aid deliveries permitted. The 
provision of cash might be more feasible in the short-term, alleviating some suffering 
as long as goods are available.  

• With the further breakdown of the health infrastructure, evacuation of emergency 
medical cases is a priority need.

• Continued monitoring and condemnation of the use of indiscriminate weapons is re-
quired, as is the establishment of effective accountability mechanisms. 
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Sc

en
ar

io 4 Collapse of GoS services and subsidies

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Al-Hasakeh, As-Sweida, Hama, Homs, Lattakia, and Rural Damascus 
governorates are most affected. 

1,500,000 to 2,000,000 People

Summary: GoS primary funding sources significantly drop off and GoS is forced to cut 
back on service  provision, subsidies to bread and fuel, salaries, and supplies. The price of 
all goods skyrocket and between 500,000 to one million public sector workers no longer 
receive salaries, resulting in a major increase in the number of people requiring humanitarian 
assistance to meet their basic needs. 

Core Assumptions

• Iran and Russia significantly decrease critical financial support to GoS  leading to mas-
sive GoS financial problems. This is triggered by economic sanctions against both Iran 
and Russia, coupled with historically low global oil prices. Russia’s involvement in the 
Ukraine conflict and associated sanctions have crippled its economy, while in Iran, failed 
nuclear talks resulted in continued sanctions, fuelling its economic crisis.

• With a major decrease in support from its main international backers, the GoS budget 
falls into deep deficit as public revenue (largely from oil and agricultural production) 
continues to decline. GoS prioritises its military effort, which continues at the same 
level, but at a significant cost to basic services. 

• GoS support to civil servant salaries, fuel and bread subsidies, and basic health and ed-
ucation services are cut, however, GoS channels some resources to its political strong-
holds, particularly GoS-controlled areas of Damascus, Lattakia, and Tartous governor-
ates. 

• The removal of fuel and bread subsidies leads to major increases in the price of all basic 
goods and commodities. Opposition-controlled areas are less affected by the removal 
of subsidies, since subsidised goods are generally not available in these areas.   

• Payment of salaries to civil servants operating and maintaining the public water and elec-
tricity infrastructure continues, due to the relatively small number of workers involved 
and the potential for major unrest to break out if these services were completely cut. 

• International humanitarian efforts are unable to fill the gap left by reduced GoS service 
provision, due to ongoing funding challenges and bureaucratic and security-related op-
erational constraints. 

• While humanitarian agencies provide significant in-kind support (e.g.  medicines, med-
ical supplies and water treatment supplies) to GoS services, service delivery is ham-
pered by the lack of skilled civil servants.

• The deterioration of basic services in GoS-controlled areas is not significant enough to 
force people to move to places with an improved level of service, as shelter and social 
networks are less certain elsewhere. 

• Few people flee to areas reached by cross-border assistance (particularly along the 
Syria-Turkey border) because these areas tend to be highly insecure. Very few people 
are able to leave Syria due to border restrictions by nearly all of Syria’s neighbours.

Projected Impact

• Displacement: There is limited displacement to GoS strongholds (Damascus, Tar-
tous, and Lattakia), although most basic services and subsidies continue to be provided 
in these areas. 

• Humanitarian access: With the lack of GoS capacity to cover basic services, GoS 
eases some access restrictions, such as those regarding the type of partners permitted, 
but only for agencies already registered to operate from Damascus. 

• As most functional GoS services are located in GoS strongholds, the GoS attempts 
to channel more official assistance to those areas. Outside of these areas, particularly 
in Hama, Homs, and Rural Damascus, populations must rely on Syrian Arab Red Cres-
cent’s (SARC) services, which is already overstretched. 

• In-depth assessments and well-targeted assistance is virtually impossible, leading to 
poor targeting of vulnerable groups. Aid agencies largely resort to targeting either spe-
cific geographic areas or distinct, accessible groups such as IDPs in collective shelters, 
camps, and informal settlements, leaving IDPs in host communities and host families 
with no assistance.

• As-Sweida governorate, which has largely been unscathed by the conflict, is extremely 
vulnerable due to its dependence on Damascus for goods and services, given that key 
transit routes through Dar’a governorate are compromised by insecurity. The popula-
tion in Al-Hasakeh governorate, which is a historically impoverished area, will be heavily 
affected by the lack of salaries, although Kurdish areas will fare better with the PYD 
filling the service gap.

• Food security and livelihoods: The lack of fuel and bread subsidies leads to sig-
nificantly inflated prices  for all commodities, making basic good less accessible for all 
sectors of the population. 

• With thousands of people still receiving GoS salaries and pensions (the public sector 
accounted for 30% of Syria’s workforce before the conflict), and significantly more 
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dependent on these salaries, up to one million people lose a critical lifeline for survival 
and fall into poverty. (ILO 2009. Middle East Policy Council 2011) 

• Health: A significant proportion of GoS health facilities no longer function, including 
those located in opposition-controlled areas, leading to a lack of basic treatments, 
including routine vaccinations. The lack of available health care leads to an increase in 
morbidity and mortality rates. People are forced to take increased physical risks and 
there are high financial costs to access health services, which are either private or 
require significant travel, sometimes via dangerous routes.

• Protection: Negative coping mechanisms among the population deepen and become 
widespread throughout all population groups. Various forms of exploitation increase 
significantly, including child labour, forced marriages, survival sex, and trafficking, as peo-
ple seek to meet their daily survival needs.

• Due to the lack of livelihoods and income, there is an increase in the number of men 
and boys joining well-funded groups such as IS. 

• As many people, particularly public sector workers, lose access to income and are 
unable to pay rent, some families are evicted. Overcrowding of shelters increases sig-
nificantly.

• Civil unrest increases in areas no longer receiving GoS support, particularly As-Sweida, 
Hama, Homs, northern Dar’a, and Rural Damascus. This creates opportunities for op-
position groups to mobilise support against GoS. 

• Criminality increases and the informal economy expands further.

Priority humanitarian interventions

• The international community should use the opportunity to advocate for easing of 
GoS bureaucratic restrictions, particularly regarding:

• Engagement of international actors in direct service provision in order to ensure basic 
health and WASH services in the most vulnerable areas, particularly Hama, Homs, and 
Rural Damascus. 

• Restrictions which affect the type of partners aid agencies are permitted to work with.

• International NGOs’ ability to register to operate from Damascus and obtain visas for 
international staff.

• Ensuring that health services for immunisations, maternal health, emergency and trau-
ma care, and chronic diseases are available is a top priority. 

• Shelter and protection assistance to IDPs and host families should be expanded as 
displacement increases and housing becomes more overcrowded.
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particularly Ar-Raqqa City, and diverts resources away from service delivery, infra-
structure reconstruction, and governance activities. 

• IS does not fully abandon service delivery in areas under its control, but allows for 
more external support, in the form of humanitarian aid and GoS support. 

Projected Impact

• Humanitarian access: Although IS eases its current restrictions on aid delivery, 
international organisations are justifiably hesitant to scale-up operations due to the 
significant risk posed by on-going aerial bombardments, insecurity, and aid diversion. 
However, national organisations and institutions, such as local committees, are able 
to provide basic needs.    This relief provision remains highly controlled by IS and the 
diversion of aid as an alternative source of income for the group is rampant. Crimi-
nal activities become an even more important source of income, putting individuals 
at a higher risk of kidnapping. 

• Financial access to basic services: Fuel and wheat shortages, coupled with an 
increase in demand during the winter months, result in an increase in the price of 
basic commodities, notably in Aleppo, where IS holds an important position within 
the flour supply chain (MSNA 30/10/2014, WFP 01/10/2014). While IS continues to 

Sc
en

ar
io 5 Significant degradation IS sources of income

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

IS-controlled areas in Aleppo, Ar-Raqqa, Homs, Hama, Al-Hasakeh 
and Deir-ez-Zor

200,000 People

Summary: In this scenario, the international community successfully degrades IS income 
generation capacity (primarily derived from its control of oil and wheat supplies, illicit tax-
ation systems, extortion and foreign funding), resulting in a major contraction of the local 
economy in IS-controlled areas, coupled with price increases of basic commodities. Unwilling 
to concede areas under its control, the group diverts resources away from service provision 
activities to sustain its military presence. The significant decrease in service provision affects 
all civilians (estimated at 600,000 individuals) living in areas under IS control. Communities in 
Ar-Raqqa City, where most of the groups’ service provision is concentrated, are most affect-
ed by the semi-breakdown of services, leading to widespread water and electricity cuts. Sig-
nificant price increases in areas under IS control impact the purchasing power of all civilians. 
To substitute for the lack of basic services, the group allows more external actors to provide 
humanitarian aid and services. However, all activities continue to be closely monitored by IS 
and humanitarian space remains severely restricted. Traditional donors and international or-
ganisations remain highly reluctant to increase levels of funding, limiting a significant scale-up 
of current operations.

Core Assumptions

• Iraqi Security Forces and allies successfully reclaim a number of IS-controlled oil fields 
and refineries in Salah Al Din and Anbar governorates in Iraq. In Syria, the international 
coalition’s air bombardments significantly degrade oil production, transport and sale. As 
a result, the most important sources of income and fuel for IS are curtailed. The resulting 
fuel shortages, compounded by an increase in demand during winter months, negatively 
impact the local economy, reducing the income currently acquired by IS through its illicit 
taxation system.

• IS income sources further diminish as a result of measures aimed at countering foreign 
financing of IS activities, a reduction in its kidnap and extortion activities, and damage 
and destruction to wheat silos. 

• Consequently, IS is no longer able to fund its military operations while maintaining es-
tablished levels of governance. IS prioritises maintaining control of current strongholds, 

IS areas of control
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put pressure on traders to keep prices low, without control over production, IS is no 
longer able to provide gasoline and food at below market prices. While the group con-
tinues to provide ad-hoc, small-scale aid deliveries to bolster popular support, this does 
not cover all families in need. Lack of income is currently one of the largest factors 
constraining access of the affected population to food in all areas under control of IS 
(MSNA 30/10/2014). Price increases further lead to a significant increase in the number 
of people who are food insecure in all areas under control of IS, and a decrease in 
purchasing power affects access to education, health and shelter. 

• The city of Ar-Raqqa and parts of Aleppo, where IS has developed a full-spectrum of 
service provision, face the most significant deterioration of the humanitarian situation. 
Service provision currently monopolised by IS, including water and electricity, is jeop-
ardised, leading to extensive cuts. The most recent data shows that the population in 
Ar-Raqqa governorate currently has reasonable access to water, with the large majority 
relying on the public network (MSNA 30/10/2014). Any disruption to the public water 
system will lead to significant difficulties in accessing potable water. Resource-intensive 
service projects, such as maintenance of water and electricity infrastructures, are halt-
ed, leading to further damage to key infrastructure. The health sector is less affected, as 
health services continue to be supported by GoS through staff salary payments, and by 
humanitarian organisations through the provision of medicines.

• Protection: IS continues to assert authority over areas it controls, and systematically 
targets sources of dissent, carrying out high-profile public punishments to ensure com-
pliance and conformity among communities under its control. While IS maintains the 
repressive environment, on a day-to-day basis civilians see a decrease in certain restric-
tions, as the group no longer prioritises enforcement of ‘moral codes’, such as smoking 
on the street. Without access to basic services, the population is increasingly unwilling 
to comply with the imposed rule of law. Small-scale demonstrations are witnessed, but 
these are promptly and harshly suppressed.    

• Conflict: Even though the group’s financial capacity is degraded, IS continues to engage 
in new offenses to bolster its position and maintain morale among its ranks. However, 
the decrease in resources limits IS’ effectiveness and the intensity of attacks, leading to 
a lower number of conflict incidents in Al-Hasakeh and Deir-ez-Zor. Because of its sym-
bolic importance, the offensive on Kobani continues, albeit at a lower level, prolonging 
the current stalemate. To maintain its status as the most influential Sunni armed group, 
which is also important to attract recruits and funding, IS increasingly resorts to high 
casualty attacks on symbolic targets in Iraq in particular, but also in Syria, and possibly 
other countries in the region.

Priority humanitarian interventions

• WASH, health and food assistance, if possibly in the form of cash support to mitigate 
the effects of price increases, are the main priorities. The preservation of humanitarian 
principles while providing aid to those in need in IS-controlled areas will be of key im-
portance when deciding on the appropriate modalities of aid delivery. 

• Advocating for more humanitarian space within IS controlled areas has until now yield-
ed limited results, and this is unlikely to change. A common approach to providing relief 

(as established in other complex crises, such as Somalia), should include the activities of 
local and non-traditional actors, as the only way to mitigate the possible harmful impact 
of supporting civilians in IS-controlled areas. This approach requires aid deliveries, and 
the conditions set by IS on these distributions, to be mapped as well as a jointly agreed 
definition of which conditions are unacceptable. 
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Sc
en

ar
io 6 International and regional actors establish a buffer zone 

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Buffer zone areas (most likely border areas in Aleppo, Dar’a, and 
Idleb governorates) 

1,000,000 People

Summary: International and regional stakeholders, along with some opposition groups, 
agree to create a military-enforced buffer zone, either along the Syria-Turkey border in 
Aleppo and Idleb governorates or in southwestern Dar’a governorate. The aim of the buffer 
zone(s) is to provide a safe haven for opposition groups fighting IS, as well as GoS, and is 
intended to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance. The buffer zone creates a pull 
factor for severely affected populations, particularly as border restrictions are increased. 
However, these safe havens are compromised by the presence of armed groups and compe-
tition over resources, which jeopardise the impartiality and independence of humanitarian 
actors operating in the buffer zone.

Core Assumptions

• Both Turkey and Jordan share an interest in creating buffer zones near their borders, 
including: 

• The creation of a safe haven inside Syria, enforced by a no-fly zone, to halt 
a massive influx of Syrian refugees into their respective territories. A safe 
space for the provision of humanitarian aid inside Syria would limit the 
number of new refugee arrivals in these countries, by creating a catchment 
area for newly displaced people seeking assistance.

• Mitigating the security risk and potential threat of infiltration of its borders 
by armed groups. 

• An international coalition led by the US aims to stop IS’ advance and provide a safe 
haven for the opposition groups it supports. In the north, the US’ secondary aim is to 
deter IS attacks on Kurdish areas which, if successful,  would create a major influx of 
refugees and potentially de-stabilise Turkey. In the south, the US wants to strengthen 
moderate opposition groups to fight against JAN, which has a strong presence in 
Dar’a and Quneitra, in order to protect its ally, Israel.

• The buffer zones are intended to provide a safe haven for the delivery of humanitar-
ian assistance as well as for moderate opposition forces. As a result of the presence 
of armed groups, the buffer zone is exploited for military purposes by various par-
ties, including recruitment of IDPs and returnees. 

• A no-fly zone is enforced by a combination of western-backed opposition groups, 
Turkish or Jordanian armed forces, and US air power. The buffer zone is the result 
of actions by individual countries and is not endorsed by the UN or other regional 
bodies. Any attempt by GoS to interfere with US aircraft brings a broad attack on 
Syria’s air force and air defence. It would mean a major military operation against 
GoS, which could be long and costly.

• GoS perceives the buffer zone as an infringement of its sovereignty. However, to 
avoid international actors attacking its air force, GoS refrains from challenging the 
established no-fly zone. 

• A broad range of opposition groups and local armed forces, including factions like 
FSA and a bloc like the Islamic Front in the north, receive increased support, training, 
and coordination within the buffer zone, and share tactical and operational intelli-
gence. The coordination is challenging, given the diverse range of opposition groups.  
The buffer zone functions as a base to launch attacks on IS, so only groups involved 
in such activity are welcome. This forces opposition groups, including JAN, to decide 
which side they are on. Fragmentation inside groups like the Islamic Front decreases, 
since only those ready to fight IS will receive support. 

• North: Military-enforced buffer zones are created along the Syria-Turkey border, 
potentially in northern Idleb around the Bab Al Hawa crossing and/or around the 
Bab Al Salam crossing in Aleppo. Buffer zone areas depend on the opposition groups 

/Kobani
Ain Al Arab

Kilis

Aleppo
City

1,200,001 - 2,000,000

750,001 - 1,200,000

300,001 - 750,000

100,001 - 300,000

2,400 - 100,000

Population

Population movement to the buffer zones

Buffer zones
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involved and the areas they control.. This effort is supported by US air defence and 
Turkish special forces, with the US given permission to use Turkish airbases (Incirlik air 
base) in its operations against IS. As a result of the buffer zone, GoT increases border 
restrictions for Syrians fleeing to Turkey.

• South: Along the Jordan-Syria border, a buffer zone is created between the Golan 
Heights de-militarised strip in the west and Tal Shihab in the east, about 10 km deep 
into Syria.  

Projected Impact

• Displacement: Syrian IDPs increasingly move to the buffer zone, partly because they 
face increasing border restriction to neighbouring countries, but also because they 
expect to receive more assistance in the zone, along with better access to services 
than in their current locations.  IDP camps spontaneously mushroom across the buffer 
zone(s), usually with little advance planning. 

• In the north, IDPs and other affected populations in southern Idleb, Aleppo city, and 
rural Aleppo seek assistance and refuge in the buffer zone. In the northern Idleb buffer 
zone, up to 600,000 more people, many of whom are already IDPs, could flee to this 
area.  

100,001 - 300,000

2,400 - 100,000

Population

Population movement to the buffer zones

Buffer zones

Dar'a Quneitra 

• In the south, about 100,000-150,000 people flee to the buffer zone. This group in-
cludes up to 50,000 affected people from neighbouring Quneitra, 75,000 from other 
areas of southern and eastern Dar’a, as well as smaller populations from Rural Da-
mascus. 

• Forced return of Syrian refugees from Turkey and Jordan occurs on a small scale.

• Access: The independence of humanitarian organisations operating in the buffer 
zone(s) is jeopardised, as aid actors are seen as complicit with the armed groups and 
countries involved. This results in the restriction of humanitarian access to affected 
populations. The UN is largely unable to provide aid as the buffer zone is perceived 
by GoS as infringement on their territory. UN cross-border operations stop. 

• There are increased attacks and security incidents against aid agencies and staff op-
erating in and around the buffer zones.  

• Population growth within the buffer zone puts significant strain on the humanitarian 
community and temporarily reduces capacity to meet needs, particularly in the pro-
vision of WASH services, food and shelter. 

• Livelihoods and food security: Competition over extremely scarce livelihood re-
sources in the buffer zone results in increased dependence on humanitarian aid. 

• Protection: Civilian populations seeking to enter and settle in the buffer zone are tar-
geted and attacked. Some camps are managed by those affiliated with armed groups, 
which are competing with one another. Expected competition between camp man-
agers for funds and humanitarian assistance further exacerbates the vulnerability of 
those feeling unsafe.

• Protection concerns arise as groups attempt to recruit potential fighters, including 
minors from the IDP population. 

• A return to local stability in the buffer zones must have the guarantee of protection 
from air and ground attacks, as well as the provision of assistance to prevent imposi-
tion of a siege. The proximity of buffer zones to border areas facilitates the provision 
of supplies and aerial protection. However local authorities, such as local councils, 
are overwhelmed in providing services to an increased number of IDPs and host 
communities within the buffer zone.

Priority Concerns

• Provision of WASH, health, food and shelter and the establishment of camps are a 
high priority to manage the major influx of IDPs to the buffer zone.  

• Humanitarian aid organisations operating in the buffer zone must establish a clear 
framework and strategy for the implementation of their programmes, including the 
establishment of red lines, to avoid perceived collusion or support to military and 
political actors involved in the buffer zone. 

• An inter-agency protection monitoring system should be established to inform the 
access strategy and provision of humanitarian assistance in the buffer zone.
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7 The ‘Aleppo Freeze’ takes hold
Sc

en
ar

io

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Aleppo city

N/A

Summary: In the city of Aleppo, the military stalemate between GoS and opposition groups 
translates into high levels of violence which affect civilians on a daily basis, and creates condi-
tions in which extremist groups such as IS and JAN can expand. In November, the UN envoy 
to Syria proposed a ceasefire plan in Aleppo city, to prevent further conflict escalation. In 
this scenario, the plan to freeze battles in Aleppo city succeeds to the extent that it allows 
a sustained halt in hostilities, ease of movement for people and goods, somewhat improved 
provision of basic services, and a marked increase in humanitarian access to areas in need 
of assistance in the city and its immediate surroundings. Although one of the objectives of 
an Aleppo freeze plan is to serve as first step for wider de-escalation of violence by rep-
licating the freeze in other locations, this scenario focuses on the potential effects of the 
freeze within a six month timeframe only. Hence, truce replication in other locations is not 
explored, as this would likely require a longer period for trust-building and negotiations.

Core Assumptions

• Backers of GoS and opposition groups in the city pressure warring parties to de-esca-
late the violence and negotiate a freeze, in order to prevent any major attempts by GoS 
or IS to take the eastern opposition-held areas, which would cause a dramatic increase 
in fighting, and the displacement of thousands of civilians.  

• GoS does not manage to completely encircle the eastern part of Aleppo. Unlike many 
past truces, negotiations are characterised by relatively balanced power dynamics in 
which both sides benefit from their own supply lines which they are allowed to maintain 
(The Daily Beast 18/11/2014). 

• The ceasefire is negotiated, signed, and implemented according to good practice. Coor-
dination and implementation modalities are agreed upon and clearly framed beforehand, 
along with roles and responsibilities for the various stakeholders (Integrity 04/2014). A 
neutral third party entity is created in Aleppo city, to implement terms of the truce and 
serve as an interim neutral authority (Foreign Policy 14/11/2014). 

• The truce is relatively well-monitored, and violations remain limited and isolated. Par-
ties to the conflict benefit from the freeze as follow:

• On GoS’ side, months of fighting against opposition groups have taken a significant 
toll on government forces, and civilians in GoS-held neighbourhoods have been 
regularly subjected to bombardments by opposition groups. Additionally, these ar-
eas have been heavily impacted by disruption to basic services, such as the provi-
sion of electricity. A truce, along with negotiated access to repair infrastructure, 
allows for improved security and living conditions for the population (The Daily 
Beast 18/11/2014).The truce allows for the reactivation of some factories in the 
industrial city of Sheikh Najjar, which represents a significant socio-economic incen-
tive for the government to resume economic activity. Despite past experiences of 
GoS using ceasefires as a military tactic to retake besieged areas, the Syrian armed 
forces and pro-government militias do not attempt to retake eastern Aleppo the 
freeze is introduced. 

• On the opposition’s side, the lull in violence comes at a time when the risk of being 
fully encircled by GoS forces is growing, and allows opposition forces to refocus 
their efforts on the battle against IS in northern rural Aleppo. Opposition groups in 
the city are also under pressure from the civilian population to respect the terms 
of the ceasefire and secure a reprieve from daily violence. 

• The freeze agreement includes terms for humanitarian access in both western 
and eastern Aleppo, and lays out the framework and timeline for assistance in the 
first months. Donors show marked support for these operations and assistance is 
planned and carried out in coordination with local aid groups and structures. 

Projected impact

• Conflict: Fighting is frozen in Aleppo city. Incidents are still recorded sporadical-
ly but truce implementation and monitoring allow for a sustainable de-escalation 
of violence. Both sides withdraw to positions from which their forces no longer 
threaten main supply lines of the opposite party (ICG 09/09/2014). 

• Signatories to the truce refocus their attention and military resources on other 
fronts, changing the conflict dynamics in other areas. Non-ceasefire areas are sub-
jected to increased conflict and increased needs (Idleb, northern Rural Aleppo, 
northern Hama, Quneitra, southern Rural Damascus, Dar’a, and Homs) (Daily Star 
13/11/2014). 

• There are no significant comprehensive peace efforts being made in tandem with 
the Aleppo initiative. However, a significant decrease in violence and improved hu-
manitarian assistance in Aleppo encourages similar truce discussions on other ma-
jor battle fronts, including Rural Damascus (Ghouta), areas of Dar’a, and Homs (Al 
Wa’er). 

• Humanitarian access: After months of receiving very little humanitarian assis-
tance due to significant access constraints, the freeze allows for a localised increase 
in the delivery of assistance and the easing of movement for civilians and aid organ-
isations (OCHA 08/28/2014).  Access is not significantly hindered by security forces 
and armed groups, and the delivery of assistance is monitored as part of the truce 
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implementation. However, bureaucratic impediments continue to apply to aid destined 
to for ceasefire areas, particularly for cross-border aid. 

• Displacement: Cessation of hostilities prevents new large-scale displacements from 
the city. To a limited extent, some returns to Aleppo are recorded, for both IDPs and 
refugees. However, scepticism of the ceasefire’s sustainability and low provision of basic 
services curtail large-scale returns.

• Basic services: Much of Aleppo’s infrastructure has been destroyed by years of fight-
ing, and residents continue to suffer recurrent power cuts (Daily Beast 18/11/2014). 
While negotiations allow access to the city’s damaged water pumping stations to con-
duct necessary repairs, water provision capacity is expected to remain inadequate 
in the medium-term. As a result, up to 700,000 people in western Aleppo City and 
thousands more in the east remain in need of urgent assistance to meet their mini-
mum daily water needs. IDPs living in crowded shelters at the edge of the city, and host 
communities lacking the financial resources to purchase drinking water, are among the 
most affected. Overall, the situation is considered particularly severe in opposition-held 
eastern Aleppo, which is supplied by food, NFI, and fuel through a heavily damaged 
route (IPS 08/11/2014, Al Monitor 20/11/2014). 

• Food security and livelihoods: The high level of destruction of infrastructure and 
industrial assets means that Aleppo’s economy will not significantly recover in the me-
dium-term. However, an ease in the movement of people and goods boosts trade and 
somewhat improves livelihood opportunities. (Al Monitor 20/11/2014). 

• Protection:  A significant reduction in indiscriminate attacks against civilians is noted. 
However, despite a general improvement of security, law and order mechanisms are 
still insufficient, and criminality continues to cause serious protection concerns. An 
increase in the number of individuals arrested and detained on suspicion of affiliation 
with armed groups can also be expected Young men who joined armed groups (out 
of personal convictions or to get an income) are particularly vulnerable (Al Monitor 
20/11/2014). 

Priority humanitarian interventions

• A rapid assessment of the city would identify the priorities in newly accessible areas. 
Repairing key infrastructure and shelter and restoring access to essential services and 
goods in both government-held and opposition-held areas is a priority. Provision of 
electricity, water, and fuel is expected to remain inadequate in the medium-term, and 
humanitarian intervention is required to meet needs. 

• Humanitarian organisations should be prepared to provide shelter assistance to ad-
dress small-scale displacement inside the city, as well as limited IDP and refugee returns 
in the medium-term.

• Continued advocacy for an expansion of humanitarian space and the ease of GoS 
bureaucratic restrictions on the delivery of assistance remains essential in Aleppo city. 
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Sc
en

ar
io 8 Mass refugee returns from Lebanon to Syria

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Damascus, Hama, Homs, and Rural Damascus governorates 

200,000-300,000 People

Summary: While Lebanon has been resilient to the effects of the Syrian conflict, the crisis 
affects the most impoverished areas of the country - the Bekaa Valley and North Lebanon, 
where the majority of the estimated 1.5 million Syrian refugees reside. A lack of resources 
in these areas forces  between 200,000 – 300,000 Syrian refugees to return to their area of 
origin in GoS-controlled areas. Returnees face a number of physical risks in moving through 
border areas heavily contaminated with explosive remnants of war, as well as the danger of 
arbitrary arrest, detention, and torture by GoS authorities and armed groups.  Returnees 
also face severe shelter shortages and require support to regain access to their property. 
This scenario focuses on the humanitarian impact in Syria, rather than the situation in 
Lebanon.  

Core Assumptions

• Although Lebanon has been surprisingly resilient to the spill over effects of the Syrian 
crisis, a major conflict or economic event triggers a national crisis leading to major 
pressure on the Syrian refugee population.

• A significant proportion (200,000-300,000 people) of Syrian refugees who originate 
from generally stable areas of Syria, decide to return, due to exhaustion following 
several years of exile and a lack of resources to prolong their refuge. Returning ref-
ugees enter Syria via both official and unofficial crossing points. The primary areas of 
return are the GoS-controlled urban centres of Damascus, Hama and Homs and their 
respective outskirts (OCHA 30/11/2014). Some of those unable to return to their area 
of origin, particularly Idleb and Aleppo, join relatives and friends sheltering in Lattakia 
and Tartous governorates.

• Many of the returnees are from very vulnerable groups and will be in need of immedi-
ate and medium-term assistance in order to cope with the return to Syria.

• GoS authorities are suspicious of the returning refugee population and their potential 
affiliation with opposition groups in exile, however, the mass influx makes it more 
difficult to vet and target people. GoS scrutiny primarily takes place at the Al Masnaa 

crossing point and in the areas in which they settle, while returnees using unofficial 
crossings are also vetted at various checkpoints. Several thousand people, primarily 
men and adolescent boys, are arbitrarily arrested at these points and detained.  

• Reconstruction efforts in returnees’ areas of origin remain very limited.

• Donors allocate some additional emergency funds to assist returnees in the short-
term. 

Projected impact

• Humanitarian access: International agencies based in Damascus have only lim-
ited access returnees, yet these bodies are the main channel for funding, in part-
nership with the SARC and other local organisations. Cross-border and remote 
assistance programmes do not, for the most part, reach returnees who tend to be 
concentrated in GoS strongholds. 

• Shelter: The primary areas of return are already overwhelmed with IDP popula-
tions and have exceeded absorption capacity. Additional schools and other public 
facilities are transformed into collective shelters to cope with the influx; private 
housing becomes even more crowded with multiple families sharing single rooms; 
and camps are established on the outskirts of major cities.

• Protection: Major protection concerns arise related to the arrest and detention 
of returnees, and suspected torture and abuse in detention. Little information or 
contact is available to families of the returnees. There is an increase in female-head-
ed households as most of the detainees are men. 

• Returnees are subject to exploitation and abuse by those in power who demand 
bribes at checkpoints and to access shelter and other basic services.

• Unofficial border crossings are contaminated by explosive remnants of war, placing 
returnees using these routes at high risk of severe injuries and death.

• Food security and livelihoods: Returnees have little to no resources and are 
highly dependent on humanitarian assistance. WFP is able to cover returnees’ basic 
food needs for a couple of months but looming budget cuts increase food inse-
curity. 

• Economic collapse reduces the availability of jobs in the war economy. The lack of 
livelihoods leads to an increase in criminality and corruption. 

• There are increased pressures on health, water, electricity, and education services, 
leading to further overcrowding and a shortage of supplies.

• Education: Schools are overcrowded due to the enrolment of returning children, 
as well as the transformation of some schools into collective shelters. The quality 
of education continues to deteriorate. 
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Priority humanitarian interventions

• Protection monitoring and advocacy are required to ensure returnees’ basic rights are 
respected, including freedom of movement; their ability to reclaim land and property; 
and access basic services. 

• Funding for the establishment of additional collective shelters, camps, and reconstruc-
tion activities is required to create more safe shelter for returnees, particularly in 
heavily damaged urban areas in Damascus, Rural Damascus, and Homs.

• Emergency support to public health, education, and WASH services is required to en-
sure that public services can manage with the increased caseload and with returnees’ 
specific needs. 
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Sc
en

ar
io 9 Significant escalation of political and social tensions in Turkey 

Probability Level

Impact Level

Geographic 
hotspots

Estimates of additional 
number of people in need

Kilis, Gaziantep, Hatay, and Sanliurfa provinces

150,000 People

Summary: Turkey is inextricably involved in the regional crisis. It offers a transit route for 
foreign fighters, weapons, and supplies heading to Syria and Iraq; it is the second-largest host 
to Syrian refugees; and finds itself at the frontline of western military efforts to combat IS. 
A regional power player, Turkey is primarily interested in employing its 500,000-strong mil-
itary to avoid being drawn into the war on its southern border and in sustaining the peace 
process with the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK). GoT was forced to re-evaluate its policies 
regarding Kurds since Kurdish groups in Syria gained increased autonomy. In October, GoT 
facilitated the supply of both arms and fighters to the besieged Syrian Kurdish city of Ain Al 
Arab/Kobani. An increase in IS activities in western Syria (namely Azaz and Afrin in Aleppo 
governorate) results in significant new refugee arrivals to Turkey.  This is followed by in-
creased internal social tensions and heightened pressure on GoT to engage in a western-led 
intervention against IS, which jeopardises Turkey’s stability.

Core Assumptions

• Turkey is de-stabilised by IS activities either indirectly, as a result of IS activities in Syria 
and along the border, or by direct IS actions if GoT aligns itself with the international 
coalition’s efforts to combat IS.  

• Displacement of Syrian Kurdish refugees into Turkey occurs and GoT responds with 
restricting entry to all those trying to enter the country. 

• Social cohesion is a significant determining factor behind unrest in Turkey and problems 
have been exacerbated by large influxes of refugees. Attacks against Kurdish communi-
ties in Syria, as witnessed in Ain Al Arab/Kobani, have increased tensions domestically 
and reignited Kurdish protests in Turkey. 

• The growing number of Syrian refugees continues to strain Turkish host communities 
and puts pressure on labour and rental markets. Low-level violent clashes have already 
been witnessed in eastern Turkey and political polarisation between Turkish people and 
Syrians is evident, particularly with parliamentary elections due between April and June 
2015. 

• Syrian Kurdish refugees are displaced into Turkey and GoT authorities respond by re-

stricting entry. 

• Turkey may witness IS attacks inside its territory if it aligns with the international co-
alition against IS. 

• The Kurdish PKK recommences military operations on a small-scale in Turkey.

Projected Impact

• Displacement: Up to 100,000 refugees enter Turkey, primarily to Kilis governorate 
via the Bab Al Hawa crossing, and up to 400,000 people are displaced and stranded 
along the Syria-Turkey border. The main camp in Kilis quickly runs out of space. AFAD, 
the GoT’s emergency response agency, is pressured to open new camps in the provinc-
es of Hatay and Gaziantep and the areas that surround them, in order to accommodate 
the newly displaced.

• A significant proportion of refugees move on from camps and border areas to bigger 
cities in Turkey. Similar to the Ain Al Arab/Kobani influx, high mobility among the refu-
gee population presents a challenge to both GoT in terms of registration and tracking 
of population movements, as well as to service delivery by both GoT and humanitarian 
organisations. This particularly affects refugees that are not registered, hampering their 
access to services such as health care and education.

• WASH and shelter: As the main responder, GoT is overwhelmed with trying to 
provide adequate humanitarian assistance to this unprecedented number of refugees, 
resulting in a reduction of the quantity and quality of services, particularly in the rapid 
set-up of camps and the provision of adequate WASH assistance.

• The transitional nature of available shelter arrangements and lack of assets among ref-
ugees exacerbates the shelter and NFI needs of newly arrived refugees.

• Protection: Tensions and intolerance towards Syrians grow as refugees are associat-
ed with extremism and/or the depletion of resources. Increasing xenophobia creates 
opportunities for violence and harassment against Syrian refugees. Individual incidents 
trigger communal hostility, leading to further deterioration of the relationship between 
the two communities. In addition, host communities, particularly in rural areas, exhaust 
their resources quickly and find themselves unable to support Syrian refugees. The 
poverty rate in the region of southeastern Anatolia (including major refugee-hosting 
provinces such as Kilis, Gaziantep, Salinurfa, etc.) is one of the highest in the country 
with around 22% of the population living below the poverty line.

• The resulting social tensions between Turkish host communities and Syrian refugees 
trigger small-scale forced return of refugees (especially those residing outside camps) 
to Syria. 

• Access to education is particularly restricted given and the capacity of the Turkish edu-
cational system to absorb students at all levels, including university level..

• Food security and livelihoods: Depleted assets, increased prices for basic com-
modities and high rents contribute to negative coping mechanisms among Syrian refu-
gees, including child labour and prostitution, increasing the vulnerability of refugees to 
other forms of exploitation. 
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Humanitarian Access

• It is cumbersome for agencies to shift their humanitarian operations from northern 
Syria to Turkey, which slows down the speed of response to new refugee influxes. 
Despite improved preparedness in the aftermath of the Ain Al Arab/Kobani influx, re-
sponse capacity remains inadequate.

• The humanitarian community continues to respond to those displaced by conflict and 
in need of emergency care, but there is also a need for longer term programming., GoT 
also needs to be supported to plan and implement longer-term integration policies for 
the Syrian refugee population. The operational environment is expected to be unstable 
as GoT struggles to contain the impact of the influx.  International and Turkish NGOs 
may also face restrictions on their work inside Turkey, because of a fear that Syrians 
will be drawn to Turkey, should it offer easier access to services and assistance than 
that available inside Syria. 

Priority Concerns

• Access to health care and the provision of adequate WASH assistance for those newly 
displaced, is a key concern, particularly in newly established and overwhelmed transit 
camps and for those residing in unfinished and inadequate buildings.   

• As personal resources are depleted and job competition increases,  refugees require 
cash-based assistance in terms of shelter and NFI, as well as food. Urban refugees and 
host communities require assistance in terms of securing and paying rents.

• Livelihood opportunities for both Syrian refugees and host communities are key to 
mitigating social tensions and unrest, as well as preventing negative coping mechanisms.
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Comparison between May and December 2014 scenarios

In February and September 2013 and May 2014, SNAP outlined the likelihood and impact of 
several scenarios. Over the past 7 months, economic and political factors have led to a change 
in the situation on the ground. As a result, some of the scenarios developed in 2013 have 
become more (or less) likely. This section outlines why. 

Continued fighting/political and 
military fragmentation

Regional deterioration

International military intervention 
changing balance of power 

Chaotic transition after 
government collapse

Negotiated settlement

2013 2014

Feb Sep May Dec

Comparison likelihood over time

Almost certain 
Likely 
Possible 
Unlikely 
Very unlikely 

Likelihood

• Continued fighting and political and military fragmentation: Despite inter-
national military intervention against IS, the parties to the conflict in Syria continue 
to be locked in a military stalemate. Despite periodic gains in particular areas, such 
as Aleppo, and implicit support to GoS attacks against IS, the overall balance has 
changed little due largely to continued support from regional actors. The balance 
is likely to endure should no external force act decisively in favour, or to the detri-
ment, of one side. 

• Regional deterioration: The security situation in Iraq has drastically deteriorat-
ed since June, demonstrating the strong links between the conflict dynamics in both 
Syria and Iraq. Lebanon continues to be pulled into the Syrian conflict, particularly 
following a major flare-up in Arsal in August. More worryingly, Turkey appears more 
vulnerable to de-stabilisation, particularly with IS targeting of border towns and 
crossings, which is likely to further set off domestic tensions with Turkey’s sizeable 
Kurdish minority. 

• Negotiated settlement: The prospect of a negotiated political settlement to the 
crisis remains highly unlikely due to further fragmentation of anti-GoS groups and 
ongoing support to the opposing sides.  This scenario would only become more 
likely if international and/or regional stakeholders withdrew significant support to 
either side.  The prospect for localised truces in specific geographically limited areas 
remains the only possibility for negotiations to begin, but talks leading to a mean-
ingful agreement will only affect a small fraction of the Syrian population at best. 

Methodology – For more information on scenario building, please refer to the ACAPS 
Technical Brief Scenario Development which can be found here.

Disclaimer – Information provided is provisional as it has not been possible to inde-
pendently verify field reports.  As this report covers highly dynamic subject, utility of the 
information may decrease with time.  

The Syria Needs Analysis Project would like to thank all  organisations who have pro-
vided input to this report and welcomes all information that could complement it.  For 
additional information, comments or questions, please email SNAP@ACAPS.org.

Increase in likelihood

• International military intervention changing balance of power: The expansion 
of IS across Iraq and Syria in the last six months has led to international and regional 
military intervention, although these efforts have yet to alter the balance of power 
among key armed groups. The fierce battle for Ain Al Arab/Kobani and the subsequent 
massive refugee influx to Turkey has caused GoT to strongly push for the creation of 
a buffer  zone inside Syria, which would require extensive military involvement and 
increase the possibility for further escalation of direct conflict between GoS and those 
enforcing the buffer zone. 

http://acaps.org/resources/technical-briefs
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