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Canadian parties clash over Syrian refugee crisis

Ottawa

A 

ylan Kurdi died in the 
Mediterranean after his 
family fled their war-
torn home of Syria in 
search of a safe haven in 

Europe. He met the same tragic fate 
as thousands of other Syrians seek-
ing refuge from the war.

Prior to attempting the trip, 
Aylan’s family applied for resettle-
ment in Canada’s British Columbia 
where members of their extended 
family live. Their application was 
rejected.

The picture of the 3-year-old Syr-
ian boy face down on the shores of 
Turkey horrified the global commu-
nity and prompted people around 
the world to call on their govern-
ments to respond to the humani-
tarian crisis facing Syrian refugees. 
Across Canada, groups and individ-
uals called for greater consideration 
of the country’s immigration laws 
and its contribution to humanitar-
ian aid to those affected in Syria.

Canada’s Conservative govern-
ment, which has called early federal 
elections for October 19th, has been 
criticised for tightening the coun-
try’s immigration and refugee poli-
cies.

In January, Canadian Prime Min-
ister Stephen Harper promised to 
accept 10,000 Syrian refugees over 
three years. As of August, about 
1,000 had arrived in Canada, of 
which less than 20% were govern-
ment-sponsored. The Conserva-
tives have now pledged to accept 
an additional 10,000 refugees from 
Iraq and Syria over the next four 
years, if re-elected.

Canadian opposition parties have 
accused the government of relying 
too much on a private sponsorship 
programme, in which individuals 
and non-governmental organisa-
tions initiate and fund the resettle-
ment process.

The New Democratic Party (NDP) 
reacted to the refugee crisis with 
what they called a “concrete plan”, 
promising to welcome 10,000 Syr-
ian refugees by the end of 2015, if 
they win the October elections.

“They [the Conservatives] only 
could muster up 1,300 refugees to 
commit to and it took them three 

years to even get to that number, 
which is drastically low,” said Paul 
Dewar, the NDP critic for Foreign Af-
fairs.

The Conservative government 
had formed its resettlement policy 
for refugees from Iraq and Syria to 
give priority to religious or ethnic 
minorities, a practice criticised by 
the opposition as exclusionary and 
discriminatory.

Dewar said the government’s way 
in dealing with the refugee crisis is 
“terribly misguided”.

“It shows more of an ideological 
approach than an evidence-based, 
responsible approach,” Dewar said. 
“We should be bringing in and ac-
cepting refugees based on the as-
sessment that they have had to seek 
refuge.”

Harper, however, rejected calls for 
Canada to accept more Syrian refu-
gees, insisting that increasing reset-

tlement to Canada is not a solution 
to the crisis. He instead suggests 
that Canada should focus on further 
military intervention against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), which he says is 
the root of the conflict in Syria and 
the region.

This policy “entirely ignores 
who’s at fault for the quarter mil-
lion people who have died in the 
civil war in Syria”, noted Dewar. 
“Yes ISIS is in Iraq and in parts of 
Syria but the majority of the [Syr-

ian] people who are refugees now 
are the result of Bashar Assad and 
his campaign of murder of his own 
citizens.”

The Liberal Party, the other major 
opposition party, on September 6th 
called for an unprecedented meet-
ing to reach a Canadian consensus 
on the Syrian refugee crisis. Liberal 
leader Justin Trudeau said he sup-
ports sending Canadian military 
planes with immigration officials 
to Syria’s neighbouring countries 
to airlift Syrian refugees out of the 
region. Canada conducted a similar 
mission in 1979, transporting Viet-
namese refugees to Canada.

Canada has contributed $700 mil-
lion to Syrian aid efforts since 2011.

“It cost us more… to sustain a 
refugee outside of Canada than to 
sustain someone in your home,” 
said Nadia Abu-Zahra, a professor 
of global studies at the University of 

Ottawa who specialises in refugee 
issues and barriers of migration.

Abu-Zahra contends that Cana-
dians want to do all that they can 
to help the Syrian people and that 
there are many willing to support 
private sponsorships of refugees. 
However, she notes, “Unless our 
government takes away that red 
tape and makes it easier and stops 
random refusals and so on, it’s go-
ing to remain difficult.”

“What needs to change is that lev-
el of exploitation by elected mem-
bers that somehow think xenopho-
bia is an election platform. That 
needs to change,” she added.

Abdulrahman al-Masri covers 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Refugees are not the root of the problem

T 

he flow of refugees 
into Europe from the 
Middle East and 
North Africa is finally 
attracting worldwide 
attention. The 71 

Syrians found suffocated in a 
truck in Austria and the photo of 
a 3-year-old who drowned in the 
Mediterranean have done what 
close to 250,000 dying in Syria 
over the past four-and-a-half 
years could not: They have 
mobilised public opinion.

Germany and Sweden should 
be praised for opening their doors 
in response. Hungary, on the 
other hand, is trying to seal itself 
off. The United States may take in 
more than the trickle of refugees 
it has accepted so far but it still 
will be an insignificant number. 
The United Nations is appealing 
for funds, which have been sorely 
lacking. According to the United 
Nations and its non-governmen-

tal partners, they are seeking 
more than $8.4 billion.

But the refugees are not the 
root of the problem. Nor are the 
Syrians who arrive in Europe and 
the United States the ones most in 
need or most at risk. They are the 
symptom — a relatively small and 
distant one — of a much larger and 
more challenging problem: the 
multisided conflict in Syria, to 
which we have become unfortu-
nately inured.

At least 4 million people have 
escaped Syria, mostly fleeing to 
neighbouring countries. They are 
the relatively fortunate ones, 
when not jammed into a truck in 
Austria or drowning in the 
Mediterranean. But another 7 
million have been displaced 
inside Syria, where relief is much 
harder to find. Problems are 
much more visible when up close 
and personal but we need to keep 
the focus on the disease, not only 
the spreading ripple of symp-
toms.

The disease has its origins in 
the Syrian dictatorship’s response 
to peaceful pro-democracy 
protests. Determined to stay in 
power, it cracked down violently, 
concentrating its efforts against 
relative moderates and the 
majority Sunni community, both 
of which posed a real threat to 
Bashar Assad’s hold on power.

The natural result was the 
growth of Sunni extremism, 
which helped Assad make the 
argument that the only alterna-
tive to his rule is al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State (ISIS). However, his 
forces focus disproportionately 
not on jihadi terrorism but on 
those who say they want a 
secular, democratic state.

There is no way to run this 
history backwards. The extrem-
ists will not disappear if Assad 
falls. It is highly unlikely that 
relative moderates would replace 
him. The best we can hope for is 
to create some relatively safe 
places inside Syria where moder-
ates can govern and provide 
protection for civilians.

The northern area that the 
Americans and Turks are contem-
plating for this purpose is hardly 
ideal. Large parts of it are barren 
rural lands over which control 
will be hard to establish. 
Turkomans populate much of the 
border area with Turkey, along 
with Kurds, whom the Turks have 
been fighting. The Kurds control 
much of the rest of the border 
area, where the key to making 
things safer for civilians will be 
cooperation between Kurds and 
the Arabs who live both among 
them and farther south.

The area along the Jordanian-
Syrian border is another possible 

safe zone, one dominated by 
relatively moderate Sunni 
insurgents, including some with 
US training, and the Arab Druze.

The Druze have tried to hold 
their fire and avoid close align-
ment with either the regime or the 
insurgents. 

Self-preservation is their 
priority. Bringing them into closer 
alignment with the insurgents 
would require giving them the 
confidence that they will be 
protected from the vindictive 
reaction of the regime.

Protected areas north and south 
would not solve Syria’s problems. 
But with support from the United 
States and at least some European 
and Gulf countries, they might 
begin to stem the tide. If nothing 
is done to enable Syrians to 
remain in their country, it is a 
virtual certainty that next year’s 
outflow will be much greater than 
this year’s, with economic and 
political consequences for both 
the neighbouring countries and 
Europe that will dwarf what we 
are seeing today. But the refugees 
will still not be the root of the 
problem.

Daniel Serwer is a senior research 
professor of conflict management 
at the Johns Hopkins University 
School of Advanced International 
Studies in Washington.
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