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T 

he unanimous decision 
by the UN Security Coun-
cil on August 7th to track 
down the perpetrators of 
chemical weapons  attacks 

in Syria that have caused thousands 
of casualties is likely to be difficult 
to enforce since both the Damascus 
regime and those fighting to bring 
it down have been accused of using 
the weapons.

US intelligence says the embattled 
regime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, which is widely believed to 
have amassed a vast arsenal of such 
weapons over the last 30 years, will 
resort to using them on a large scale 
if it believes it is about to be over-
whelmed by its enemies.

The regime’s chemical arsenal 
came under intense international 
scrutiny following the slaughter of 
hundreds of people, almost all of 
them civilians, in large-scale chemi-
cal attacks by the regime in the east-
ern outskirts of Damascus in August 
2013 to repel an offensive against 
the Syrian capital by rebel forces.

The most inflammatory attack, on 
August 21st, was on the suburb of 
Eastern Ghouta, where up to 1,400 
people were killed and thousands 
more hospitalised. It was the worst 
chemical weapons attack since 
Saddam Hussein wiped out the 
Kurdish town of Halabja in March 
1988, killing up to 5,000 people, 
mainly civilians, in the largest such 
attack on a civilian target in history.

The rebels and Western powers 
blamed the regime, which from the 
start of the uprising against Assad’s 
regime, dominated by the minor-

ity Alawites, an esoteric offshoot 
of Shia Islam, had shown no com-
punction about bombing civilians 
in areas about to be overrun by the 
disparate rebel forces.

The regime blamed its Islam-
ist enemies for Ghouta. By all ac-
counts, rebel forces have limited 
access to chemical weapons. Those 
they have fashioned themselves are 
pretty rudimentary but crudely ef-
fective.

The Assad regime, on the other 
hand, has a vast arsenal of chemi-
cal weapons, toxic agents, blister-
ing agents such as mustard gas and 
deadly nerve agents such as sarin, 
tabun and VX, acquired over the 
years from the former Soviet Union 
or manufactured at heavily guarded 
military facilities.

They also have the delivery sys-
tems, primarily designed for use 
against Israel or other hostile states, 
which include several thousand 
Scud B and C missiles, 200mm and 
300mm artillery rockets and air-
launched bombs that can deliver 
payloads of 100-300 litres of toxic 
agents.

But a widely used tactic is drop-
ping “barrel bombs”, oil drums 
packed with explosives and chemi-
cal agents, mostly chlorine or 
mustard gas, from helicopters or 
transport aircraft. These have done 
enormous damage and are widely 
feared.

Amid the international outcry 
after Ghouta, the regime admitted 
to having 1,300 tons of chemical 
weapons (CW), including several 
hundred tons of sarin and VX.

Under an agreement with the 
United Nations, largely formulated 
by Russia, Assad’s key ally along 
with Iran, Syria was supposed to 
dismantle its entire CW programme 
by mid-2014 in return for the Unit-
ed States not launching air strikes 
against the regime because of the 
chemical attacks.

But that has not stopped the 
chemical attacks. Both sides have 
been blamed for repeated CW 
strikes. In recent months, the Is-

lamic State (ISIS) has been repeat-
edly accused of using chlorine gas 
against the Kurds who have driven 
ISIS out of a wide area of north-
eastern Syria with the help of US air 
strikes.

This operation to break down the 
regime’s CW arsenal, the first of its 
kind to be undertaken in the mid-
dle of a war, was supervised by the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) under 
a binding Security Council resolu-
tion. While it has achieved much, it 
is impossible to determine whether 
the Syrians have surrendered their 
entire CW arsenal. If reports of con-
tinued chemical attacks by both 
sides are correct, the regime has 
clearly held onto an undetermined 
amount of CW.

Not surprisingly, given the secre-
tive nature of a regime built and 
sustained on fear and force. The 
International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IISS) in London reported 
that there were serious challenges 

in dismantling Syria’s CW network.
“Firstly, lessons from efforts to 

disarm Iraq and Libya clearly dem-
onstrate that eliminating 100% of a 
country’s proscribed weaponry in a 
verifiable manner is impossible,” it 
said.  

“Incomplete record-keeping at 
chemical-weapons production 
plants, sloppy accounting and han-
dling of weapons at logistics hubs 
and storage facilities and the loss of 
unrecorded use of munitions on the 
battlefield, are but a few of uncer-
tainties that bedevil efforts to verify 
the contents of Assad’s arsenal.

“Portions of the Syrian pro-
gramme will likely go undiscov-
ered… There would remain a risk 
that a small but possible exploitable 
fraction of the stockpile could sur-
face and be used in the future.

“For example, artillery shells con-
taining degraded nerve agent were 
acquired and used — unknowingly 
— by insurgents in Iraq to construct 
roadside bombs in 2004… Finally, 
the war adds to the complexity and 
danger of the OPCW inspection, 
verification and destruction effort. 
International inspectors have never 
operated in hostile conditions,” IISS 
explained. “Much scepticism sur-
rounds the current disarmament ef-
fort… Critics have noted that when 
dealing with authoritarian regime, 
inspectors have been misled, ob-
structed, delayed and manipulated. 
A further caveat is that Assad may 
relocate portions of the stockpile 
and critical infrastructure so as to 
retain a secret capability.”
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Difficult Task: Hunting Assad’s chemical weapons

A man breathes through an oxygen mask after what activists said was a chlorine gas attack on 
Kansafra village at Idlib countryside, Syria, last May.

Undeterred by Hasakah defeat, ISIS tries a comeback

Damascus

U 

ndeterred by a painful 
defeat at the hands of 
Kurdish fighters and 
regime troops who 
joined forces to evict it 

from the Kurdish city of Hasakah 
in north-eastern Syria, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) retaliated by opening 
new fronts in the conflict.

Backed by reinforcements from 
its Syrian bastion of Raqqa, ISIS 
waged a major assault on Jebel Ab-
del Aziz, south-west of Hasakah, 
inflicting heavy losses on Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
according to sources who spoke to 
The Arab Weekly on condition of 
anonymity.

ISIS also repelled an attack by 
the YPG and allied Iraqi peshmerga 
fighters who attempted to seize El 
Hol region on the Syrian-Iraqi bor-
der, the sources added.

The battle for Hasakah was con-
sidered the biggest defeat to date 
suffered by ISIS. During more than 
33 days of fighting, government 
forces and YPG fighters put their 
feud on hold and turned their guns 
towards ISIS.

The battle ended when ISIS with-
drew from Hasakah after losses 

totalling 1,200 dead and hundreds 
wounded. Those were the biggest 
losses sustained by ISIS in a battle, 
sources inside the militant group 
said.

“It was the harshest assault ever 
waged against any city during 
Syria’s war,” commented Hasakah 
Governor Muhammad Ali.

ISIS fighters attacked positions 
of the army and the shabiha, the 
pro-government militia, with sui-
cide and car bomb attacks, seizing 
neighbourhoods in the southern 
part of the city.

“The second day after the start 
of the assault was the most apoca-
lyptic, with ISIS fighters advancing 
in the city, residents fleeing and 
many civilians getting killed and 
their bodies littering the streets,” 
Ali said.

“The duty of defending the city 
against ISIS was shouldered by all 
parties, including the army, which 
brought in commandoes and weap-
ons, and the inhabitants, who had 
played a big role in repelling the of-
fensive and suffered several casu-
alties.”

Ali said he gathered army com-
manders and the YPG military chief 
in his office in the early days of the 
assault to ensure the defence of the 
city. “I told them clearly that any-
one who wants to protect the city 
unconditionally is welcome and 
that the residents were more than 
willing to give a hand,” Ali said.

According to sources inside Ha-
sakah, the YPG did not want to 
enter the battle until it thought the 
army would be defeated by ISIS. 
“They would then have repelled 
the jihadists with the backing of 
US-led coalition air raids and seized 
control of the quarters which were 

previously controlled by the re-
gime forces,” the sources said.

“But their calculations proved 
to be totally wrong, largely due to 
the diehard resistance put up by 
the residents in their bid to defend 
their city.”

Residents-turned-fighters were 
regrouped in units under the ban-
ner of the National Defence Forces.

The ISIS offensive forced some 
100,000 people to flee to safer 
neighbourhoods in Hasakah and 
to the nearby towns of Derbassiya 
and Amouda. YPG spokesman 
Salah Jamil argued that Kurdish 
forces intervened at the right time 
to prevent the city from falling into 
ISIS hands. “It is true that we did 
not interfere in the first 15 days but, 
when we did, it was because the 
government troops had suffered 
big losses and the city was about 

to fall,” Jamil said. “We became al-
most face to face with ISIS and trib-
al leaders asked for our assistance.”

YPG fighters cut off ISIS’s main 
supply route from Shadadi to the 
south and from Raqqa to the south-
west. Jamil denied “any kind of al-
liance” between the regime forces 
and the YPG, stressing that “each 
operated independently”. 

“We have no relations whatso-
ever with the regime,” he said, 
though at one point they were 
fighting on the same side against a 
common enemy. “As far as we are 
concerned, the battle was a matter 

of to be or not to be (life or death),” 
commented Amira Ghanem, a 
member of Syria’s parliament.

“The army showed great stead-
fastness but the biggest resistance 
was demonstrated by the residents 
of the province. After 20 days of 
confrontations, ISIS was compelled 
to bring in huge reinforcements,” 
said Ghanem, who leads a 400-
man fighting unit made up of local 
residents, including former army 
members and civilians who were 
trained for 20 days on the use of 
weapons and fighting techniques.

The month-long assault on Ha-
sakah was a “major blow” for ISIS, 
which lost many military com-
manders in the fight. Sources in-
side ISIS territory said the group 
executed more than 100 members 
as punishment for acting in a “cow-
ardly” way.

The YPG controls around 75% 
of Hasakah after it seized several 
neighbourhoods. This has placed it 
in direct contact with government 
forces, increasing fears of friction 
that could enflame the region once 
again. When government forces 
withdrew from Kurdish areas in 
the north and north-east, Kurdish 
authorities established autono-
mous local administrations to fill 
the void.

The Syrian opposition claims 
that the Kurdish YPG and the re-
gime reached an agreement under 
which the two sides would fight 
against ISIS in return for reducing 
the regime’s presence in Hasakah 
province.
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An officer in the National Defence forces in Nashwa, south of Hasakah.


