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Syria's civil war has been a humanitarian and a political tragedy for that country. 

Thousands of innocent people have perished. Islamic extremist groups have exploited the 
conflict to establish a presence there, and the country stands on the bottom pit of fragmentation 
into ethno-religious cantons. The war also symbolizes a ruthless Sunni-Shiite regional power 
struggle between Saudi Arabia and Turkey in an uneasy alliance on one side and Iran on the 
other. All of those aspects have received a fair amount of attention in the West. 

The bitterness of the US, especially, surprises even veteran observers of international 
affairs. Following a February 2012 decision by both Moscow and Beijing to veto a UN Security 
Council resolution condemning the violence in Syria and calling for an immediate end to the 
bloodshed, US Ambassador to the United Nations Susan Rice denounced those vetoes and stated 
that her country was “disgusted.” The Chinese and Russian actions, she added, were “shameful” 
and “unforgivable.” Later that month, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton used equally 
inflammatory language. “It is distressing to see two permanent members of the Security Council 
using their veto while people are being murdered including women, children, brave young men,” 
Clinton raged. The Russian and Chinese actions were “just despicable, and I have to ask whose 
side are they on? They are clearly not on the side of the Syrian people.” 

The language of the political discourse has not improved in the intervening months. And 
even worse, a threatening undercurrent in US policy toward Moscow and Beijing has developed. 
At an international “Friends of Syria” meeting in July 2012, Clinton expressed frustration that 
“Russia and China are not paying any price at all, nothing at all for standing up on behalf of the 
Assad regime.” The only way that would change, she warned, “is if every nation represented 
here directly and urgently makes it clear that Russia and China will pay a price.” 

Moscow and Beijing warn that Washington’s approach is extremely dangerous, since it 
could intensify the explosive tensions between the leading Sunni powers (US allies Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey) and Shiite Iran. Such a confrontation, Russian and Chinese policymakers fear, might 
set the entire Middle East aflame. 

In addition, bringing down Syria even if it were not clearly a prelude to bringing down 
Iran does not serve Russian or Chinese national interests. Moscow has long-standing economic 
and strategic ties with the Syrian government, not only under Bashar Assad but during earlier 
decades under his father. The USSR supplied Damascus with economic and military aid 
throughout the Cold War, and Russia’s “naval maintenance facility” is the only military 
installation that country has today in the Mediterranean region. China was Syria’s largest trading 
partner in 2011, with Syrian exports to that country totaling more than $2.4 billion. China is also 
a major participant in Syria’s oil industry. 

The importance of good relations between the West and Russia and China goes far 
beyond the issue of Syria. It would be a tragedy if policymakers allowed differences regarding 
Syria policy to disrupt those crucial relations and trigger an East-West cold war. 
 
IMPACT OF THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR ON ITS NEIGHBORS 

Civil wars can also have an impact on neighboring countries, and are not only a human 
tragedy for the countries that experience them. That is the case also for the devastating civil war 



in Syria, one of the most violent in recent times. The war has caused devastation and hundreds of 
thousands deaths, displacing over 6 million people, and forcing another 3 million to flee the 
country as refugees. 

The economic effects of the war have also extended beyond the country’s borders. It has 
destroyed infrastructure, prevented children from going to school, closed factories, and deterred 
investments and trade. Beyond the human tragedy, the conflict has disrupted the functioning of 
the economy.    

We find that the war seems to have affected neither, merchandise nor services exports at 

the aggregate level. At the same time merchandise imports have been stable through the crisis. 

This is probably the result of increased demand due to refugee inflow offset by higher transit 

costs through Syria and depressed Syrian production. And the data also suggests that Lebanese 

trade seems to have been less negatively affected by the Syrian war than other neighboring 

countries.  
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