United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 2019
Topic: Cyber-aggression and the emerging cyber battlefield
“I am absolutely convinced that, differently from the great battles of the past, which opened with
a barrage of artillery or aerial bombardment, the next war will begin with a massive cyber
attack to destroy military capacity...and paralyse basic infrastructure such as the electric
networks.1”
-

UN Secretary General, 2018

Topic Overview
Financial crimes, election-hacking, misinformation, and propaganda in the Cybersphere are no
longer a prospect of the future. They are here now, and the perpetrators of cyber offensives are as
varied as they are dangerous.
In just the past decade, the U.S. Intelligence community has stated that they “are confident that
the Russian Government directed the recent compromises of e-mails from U.S. persons and
institutions,” while a study by the International Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL) has
estimated that cybercrime costs Europe over 750 billion Euros annually. Cybercrime affects
governments, elections, referendums, Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and the private
data and safety of individuals. A broad range of traditional crimes are now perpetuated across the
internet and require new tools and actions to combat. Crimes like financial fraud and I.P.
violations exist alongside state-sponsored hacking attempts. Add in the versatility of blockchain
technology, and we are likely to see cybersecurity and cyber-offensives play a role like never
before.2
Beyond direct hacking attempts by governments and individuals, there are indirect diplomatic
and geopolitical overtures that have moved into the cybersphere. The rise of fake news bots and
the use of election propaganda to wield influence are all symptoms of a much larger trend.
Information gathering and disinformation are now as versatile a tool as missile buildups, military
exercises, or formal diplomatic overtures, as shown by the prodigious use of the term “Fake
News” in our zeitgeist. The 2019 Doomsday Clock report outlined two existential threats of our
own making: nuclear and climate threats that were “exacerbated this past year by the increased
use of information warfare to undermine democracy around the world, amplifying risk from
these and other threats and putting the future of civilization in extraordinary danger.3”
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Historical Background
Notable Geopolitical Cyberattacks
2007
Russian IP addresses targeted Estonia in the first instance of a sizeable Distributed Denial of
Service (DDoS) cyber attack against a major country. Unknown attackers took down the
websites of banks, media outlets and government bodies during a Russian-Estonian diplomatic
crisis. This attack amplified the protests of Russian minorities in Estonia. Estonia later called to
4
make cyber attacks a criminal offense.
2008
Georgia suffered from large-scale DDoS attacks that disabled government websites and
redirected visitors to Russian-friendly propaganda. This happened a few weeks before the start of
the Russo-Georgian War and was the first instance of a dual cyber and kinetic cyber attack.
Russia has denied initiating the attack, though some of the DDoS attempts could be traced back
56
to the Russian crime syndicate RGB.
2009
A new virus called Stuxnet appeared on the global stage. This malware disrupted the Iranian
nuclear program by overheating centrifuges and causing them to malfunction. Stuxnet took five
years to develop and disabled or destroyed more than 1,000 centrifuges in just five months. The
virus spread through flash drives and local networks. It is generally accepted that Stuxnet was
developed by the governments of Israel and the U.S. under a covert operation called Operation
7
Olympic Games.
2015 and 2016
Kiev, Ukraine suffered two devastating blackouts due to cyber hacks, one in 2015 and one in
2016. Both hacks have not been attributed to any state actors, but Kiev has blamed Russia,
saying that Russia has leveled “thousands of cyber attacks” against them. The 2016 Blackout
took out 20 percent of the electric capacity in Kiev, showing the devastating effect of
sophisticated cyber aggression.8
2017
Ransomware called the Wannacry virus-infected and crippled thousands of hospitals, banks, and
businesses, promising to delete all data unless a ransom was paid. The Trump administration
accused the North Korean government of designing and spreading this virus, saying that a North
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Korean affiliated group, the Lazarus Group, was responsible for the virus that infected “more
than 300,000 computers in 150 countries.” This cyberattack came after a separate 2014 North
Korean hack of Sony Pictures, in retaliation for the release of the movie “The Interview.”
Allegedly, North Korean hackers have received training in China, although China largely denies
9
this accusation.
UN Action
Several attempts have been made by various United Nations bodies to tackle this growing
problem. Below are some of the most prominent attempts:
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
In 2011, the UNODC established the first of three Intergovernmental Expert Groups on
Cybercrime (ECG).10 The UNODC then used the findings of the ECG report to establish a
Global Programme on Cybercrime.11 This programme sought to:
● Battle cybercrime, especially online child sexual exploitation and abuse
● Foster sustainable response and greater deterrence of cybercrime with “national
coordination, data collection and effective legal frameworks”
● Strengthen national and international communication between government, law
enforcement and the private sector with increased public knowledge of cybercrime risks.
The UNODC also established and holds the Cybercrime Repository.12 This repository holds the
most up to date cybercrime laws and lessons learned across all countries and member nations.
United Nations Interregional Crime and Research Institute (UNICRI)
Since 1965, the UNICRI has fought to prevent crime and support criminal justice. The UNICRI
Emerging Crime Unit adopted cybercrime as a focus in 2004 and launched a 2014 study that
outlined the financial danger to Small and Medium sized businesses (SMEs).13 UNICRI also
launched a “SECURED” initiative to improve the safety of critical infrastructure.14
United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR)
The UNIDIR tracks emerging security issues that could enable new methods and means of
warfare. The “National Capabilities, Doctrine, Organization and Building Transparency and
Confidence for Cyber Security” is the UNIDIR’s response to the threat of Cybercrime, seeking
to spread and build out best practices for cybersecurity.15
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International Telecommunications Union (ITU)
In 2007, the ITU launched the Global Cybersecurity Agenda (GCA). This agenda seeks to
“enhance confidence and security in the information society.”16 As part of this agenda, the ITU
also created a Global Cybersecurity Index (GCI) to measure and rate a country’s cybersecurity
along five categories and a CIRT programme to build out Computer Incident Response Teams
(CIRT) in member nations.17 The ITU and the GCA also host the repository of National
Cybersecurity Strategy (NCS) plans by country, an invaluable best practices research trove.18
Group of Governmental Experts (GGEs)
Five groups of experts have met since 2004
to examine the existing and potential threats
from the cyber-sphere.19 Of relevance to the
topic are the conclusions below:
● 2012/2013 Group: Released a report
that recognized both international
law and state sovereignty in the
digital space and set up the basic
principle that “states must meet
their international obligations
regarding internationally wrongful
acts in cyberspace attributable to
them.”
● 2014/2015 Group: Released report
detailing new norms on the
responsible behavior of states,
including that vital infrastructure
should be safe from attack during
peacetime and that first responders
should never be targeted. Another
norm discussed was that “if a state
were to suffer a malicious incident
from a group in another country and request help from the attacking state, it would not be
denied.”
● 2017 Group: The group failed to reach a consensus broadly over the right to exercise
self-defense in response to cyber-attacks. The U.S. later issued a statement of displeasure
https://www.itu.int/en/action/cybersecurity/Pages/gca.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/
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noting that the draft report had lacked “clear and direct comments on how specific
international law applies to a state’s use of ICTs, including international humanitarian
law, international law governing a state’s exercise of their inherent right of self-defense,
and the law of State responsibility, including countermeasures.”
● 2019 and beyond: In 2018, the UNGA passed a resolution to continue the work of the
Cybersecurity GGE.20 This unexpected development was made more interesting with the
simultaneous passage of a similar
yet conflicting resolution. Russia
said that the GGEs were too
exclusive. The GGEs generally
consisted of 25 member states, and
convening of all member states
would better serve the
cybersecurity agenda. To that end,
Russia supported the establishment
of an Open-Ended Working Group
(OEWG). The U.S. responded to
this resolution by saying that the
OEWG risks duplicating efforts
and that the stricter timeline of a
GGE provides more of a mandate
to reach consensus quickly.
Nevertheless many countries voted
for both resolutions, and in 2020,
both the OEWG and the GGE will
work towards progress in
cyber-related international
conventions.
Election Tampering
Election tampering is a subset of cyber aggression that targets vote-counting machines, social
media platforms, or even electric infrastructure with the purpose of tampering with or
manipulation elections.
Historically, election fraud has consisted of intimidation, vote-buying, ballot stuffing or voter
impersonation. Legislation can also play a role, disqualifying specific candidates from running or
using voter suppression laws seek to prevent a particular demographic from participating in the
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election. These fraudulent elections often boast impossibly high turnout numbers, or turnout in a
specific region that is much higher or lower than the rest of the country.
Nowadays, however, foreign governments and malignant actors use bots, sensationalized news,
email hacking and phone calls to influence elections. This all came to a very publicized boil
during the release of the Mueller Report in 2019, which sought to elaborate on how Russia
interfered with the U.S. 2016 presidential election. This is not an isolated issue; however,
election tampering happens in elections all over the world from Indonesia suffering from
Chinese and Russian hacking to the 2017 French Election being potentially compromised by
Kremlin action.
Current Situation
United Nations action on this topic has spanned multiple bodies and years, highlighting the
importance of this topic. The United Nations Secretary-General said that the next war would
begin with a cyberattack, and the 2019 Doomsday clock cited misinformation and fake news as
contributing to potential geopolitical catastrophe. Cybersecurity GGEs have come to consensuses
three times. Still, the stalling of the latest meeting and the creation of the concurrent OEWG
show divisions in the international approach to tackling this issue. Russia seeks to implement a
grand cyber arms treaty and the right to self-defense in response to cyberattacks, while the U.S.
would rather build consensus on diplomatic solutions to holding state-sponsored hacking
accountable and building out cybersecurity infrastructure around the world. Half of the member
nations lack a published NCS in the ITU database.
Just this last year, the Middle East has seen some high-profile cyber attacks. Half of all Middle
East cyber attacks target oil and gas, often successfully causing massive economic damage. In
2016, a Hacktivist group called the Cyber Justice Team leaked Syrian government data in an
attempt to cause political damage to President Assad. In 2019, a covert U.S. operation disrupted
Iran’s ability to target shipping traffic in the
Persian Gulf. In the same year, Bahrain
suffered an attack from Iran-affiliated
hackers that targeted the National Security
Agency as well as “critical service
infrastructure providers.” As a PWC report
shows, Middle East governments and
companies are more vulnerable to cyber
attacks than those in any other region of the
world. And Middle Eastern countries are not
ignoring this threat. Saudi Arabia will host

the seventh Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Information Security Conference and has
dramatically increased spending in Cybersecurity.21
“The recent developments [in 2019] show a greater interest in stealing personal data, in
contrast with other Iranian groups that traditionally target government and commercial
information.”
-

Darkmatter Cybersecurity Report on Middle East hacking22
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Expert Groups on Cybercrime (ECG)
Open Ended Working Group (OEWG)
United Nations Interregional Crime and Research Institute (UNICRI)
International Telecommunications Union (ITU)
○ Global Cybersecurity Agenda (GCA)
○ National Computer Incident Response Teams (CIRT)
○ Global Cybersecurity Index (GCI)
○ National Cybersecurity Strategy (NCS)
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
● Global Programme on Cybercrime23
● General Assembly resolution 65/230
United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR)
UN Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute (UNICRI)
● Emerging Crimes Unit
Cybercrime Repository: A “central data repository of cybercrime laws and lessons
learned [to] facilitate the continued assessment of needs and criminal justice capabilities
and the delivery and coordination of technical assistance.”24
Information and Communications Technology (ICT): All technology and infrastructure
used to support telecommunications, broadcast media, and audiovisual processing and
transmission systems.25

Discussion Questions
● Has your country suffered from foreign DDoS or virus attacks? If so, how have you
responded, and what was the economic and political damage of this hack?
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● Has your country suffered from attempted or reported election hacking? If so, what can
the United Nations or other regional bodies do to encourage and promote the integrity of
elections?
● Does your country support the creation of a OEWG in parallel with the GGE?
● Does your country support the creation of a Chemical Weapons Convention-esque grand
treaty on cybercrime or a more piecemeal and flexible approach?
● What role does sovereignty play in this debate? Human rights? Economic and military
concerns?
Bloc Positions
The Right to Exercise Self-Defense
The fifth GGE failed to reach consensus on a report almost entirely due to the opposition of
China, Cuba, and Russia towards validating cyber attacks as a reason to exercise cyber or kinetic
self-defense. The idea that since there is no accepted legal form of arbitration, putting cyber
offensives on the same level of kinetic offenses would “legitimize cyberwar,” and turn
cyberspace into a “theater of military operations,” which would only benefit cyber heavyweights.
The U.S., released a statement saying that they had merely sought clarification on “binding
standards of behavior that can help reduce the risk of conflict by creating stable expectations of
how states may and may not respond to cyber incidents they face.” In the absence of a Chemical
Weapons Convention-like treaty outlining forms of verification and arbitration, it will be
doubtful that Russia or China will agree on the right to exercise self-defense in this area.
GGE vs. OEWG
In 2018, the UNGA adopted two separate resolutions on Cybercrime. One decision, sponsored
by Russia, set up an Open-Ended Working Group, while the other scheduled the sixth meeting of
Group Governmental Experts (GGE). Russia says that an open-ended working group includes
more member nations and is thus more representative of the United Nations, while the U.S. says
that the OEWG risks duplicating efforts and that the stricter timeline of a GGE provides more of
a mandate to reach consensus quickly.
Comprehensive International Treaty
A comprehensive treaty could take many different forms, from outlawing cyber attacks on
civilians, statements on mutual assistance and IP protection, or even protections for vulnerable
sectors like financial and energy grids. Such a treaty can’t come fast enough for the interests of
Russia and China, who have long sought substantive talks on limiting cyber weapon build-up. In
2012, Putin laid out concrete proposals for the kind of treaty that Russia was looking for, a
project which included banning secret malicious codes in software, like the kind that powered
Stuxnet in Operation Olympic Games. Such a treaty could follow the example of the landmark
CWC treaty, laying out procedures to address grievances and violations of established norms.

Yet the CWC is routinely violated, and cyberhacking is infinitely more complicated with the
presence of non-state affiliated actors. Any limit on cyber weapon build-up would be summarily
dismissed by the U.S., who regards their offensive capabilities as leaps and bounds ahead of
most countries. Even giving up the cyber exploitation of civilians or vulnerable sectors would be
a thorny subject since no country can be reasonably assured that the other state has stopped
activities of that sort.26
In Regards to Election Hacking
There is some disagreement on how to secure election equipment to protect against election
tampering from hacking and fraud. Proponents of electronic voting machines say that, while
recent incidents with automatic machines have highlighted security flaws, they are a new
technology and thus will improve over time. Nevertheless, it is hard to argue with reports that
electronic machines are just asking for foreign interference. There are some middle ground
opportunities, such as automatic voting machines that also leave a paper trail, but more research
will be needed to come to a consensus on this matter.
Cybersecurity Repository
The ITU holds country-level cybersecurity strategies in a repository for all member nations to
learn and protect their own ICT’s.
Resources
● 2016 UNIDIR Report of the International Cyber Workshop:
● http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/report-of-the-international-security-cyber-is
sues-workshop-series-en-656.pdf
● 2013 UNIDIR Cyber Index (“Snapshot” of current state):
● http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/cyber-index-2013-en-463.pdf
● 2013 UNODC Comprehensive Study on Cybercrime:
● https://www.unodc.org/documents/organized-crime/cybercrime/CYBERCRIME_STUD
Y_210213.pdf
● U.S. Statement after 5th GGE fails to reach consensus:
● https://www.state.gov/s/cyberissues/releasesandremarks/272175.htm
● ITU Cybersecurity Activities:
● https://www.itu.int/en/action/cybersecurity/Pages/default.aspx
● Cybersecurity treaties; a sceptical view:
● http://media.hoover.org/sites/default/files/documents/FutureChallenges_Goldsmith.pdf
● 2011 Harvard Analysis of activities at the UN regarding cybersecurity:
https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/files/maurer-cyber-norm-dp-201111-final.pdf
● National Cybersecurity Strategy Toolkit –
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● https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Documents/National%20Strategy%20Toolki
t%20introduction.pdf
● Cybersecurity Infographic:
○ http://f5a3b58d9984f5b7294b-b14128b74f17407672a107fc81462a5a.r94.cf1.rack
cdn.com/public/Cybersecurity_Threats_Infographic.pdf
● Infographics:
○ https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Pages/GCI.aspx
○ https://www.bankingtech.com/2017/07/un-report-reveals-global-cybersecurity-hol
es/
○ https://pages.checkpoint.com/cyber-attack-2019-trends.html?utm_source=blog&u
tm_medium=cp-website&utm_campaign=cm_wr_19q3_ww_mid_year_trends_re
port_ww9
○ https://s3.amazonaws.com/cbi-research-portal-uploads/2018/10/30153611/blockc
hain-election-security-vulnerabilities-feature-image-10.30.2018-798x1024.png
○ https://www.arabnews.com/node/1551171/middle-east

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 2019
Topic: Yemen and Rethinking Approaches to Political Stability
Topic Overview
Since the start of civil war in Yemen in 2015, the situation has been steadily declining. Sectarian
and political conflict is devastating enough for a country that was poor and unstable to begin
with, but the damage has been compounded by famine, drought, disease, and foreign
intervention. Yemen has the tragic honor of being the world’s worst acute humanitarian crisis,
but the international effort to alleviate the conditions on the ground have been impeded by
blockades, violence against relief workers, and the complex political situation. Often viewed as a
proxy war between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the situation is universally agreed to be horrific.It is
alleged that Iran is providing material support to Houthi rebels, and Saudi Arabia is utilizing
airstrikes and siege tactics supported by the United States. The United States, Russia, Iran, and
Saudi Arabia are all unwilling to concede Yemen to what they see as ideological or sectarian
enemies.1 Solutions to the conflict, therefore, must happen on a smaller level, by brokering peace
between the people actually fighting: the Yemeni government and a loose confederation of
Houthi rebels.
As the United Nations Security Council, your goal is to bring consensus to the table on how to
prevent the situation in Yemen from escalating further into open conflict and moving towards a
negotiated peace. It will not be easy with conflicting priorities, but the stability of the region will
greatly depend on our actions.
Historical Background
The Yemeni civil war can be examined through several lenses, especially when taking into
account the role of external
international actors. Prior to the
start of the war, Yemen and
Saudi Arabia actively cooperated
on a variety of economic and
security fronts. Starting in 2012,
Iran began to fund and arm Shia
minority groups in the country,
namely the Houthis. The growing
movement against the ruling
1
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regime in Sanaa reached a tipping point in late 2014 with the rapid fall of the capital city to
Houthis.2 From 2015 onward, the country has been ravaged by a war which has claimed
thousands and displaced millions. That same year, Saudi Arabia and a coalition of close allies
intervened in the war in the form of a massive bombing campaign, in an attempt to dislodge the
Houthis from their defensive positions and break their hold on the country’s western quarter. As
it stands, the war has remained a virtual stalemate for nearly five years. Saudi Arabia believes
that a Yemen ruled by a Shia faction, such as the Houthis, is seen as an unacceptable security
threat. As such, Riyadh views its ongoing air campaign as a necessary defensive action it has
been forced to take in response to Iranian encroachment. Since the war’s outset, Saudi Arabia
and the U.N. have accused Iran of perpetuating the conflict by providing continued material
support to the rebel groups. Tehran vehemently denies these allegations, though as of October
2019, they have cautiously admitted to providing the Houthis with ideological and consultative
support.3 Their primary defense to accusations of arms shipments is typically by pointing out the
blockade that has been imposed by Saudi forces. The blockade is a formidable barrier for
supplies and goods attempting to enter the country; unfortunately, this includes attempted
shipments of humanitarian aid. As the two external parties continue to point fingers, the
outstanding result of their accusations has largely been the suffering of the Yemeni people.
Current Situation
Political Crisis
As it stands, the war remains a stalemate. From 2015 onward, though the front lines have at
times seemed fluid and in a state of constant motion, the end result has brought Yemen to a
similar strategic place as it stood at war’s outset. Iranian-backed Houthis control the western
quarter of the country, including the capital. The rest of Yemen is largely controlled by the forces
of the Saudi-backed regime, with a few notable pockets of Al Qaeda or Islamic State jurisdiction.
The Saudi coalition remains largely intact, with the notable exception of the UAE, which has
chosen to pursue a more independent path. Earlier in 2019, Abu Dhabi seemingly broke off from
the Saudi alliance and began supporting a third faction in the war, the Southern Transitional
Council. Thankfully, this did not materialize into a major front of the war, and as of November 5,
2019, an agreement has been reached in the interest of maintaining a united front against
Tehran-aligned forces. A peace between the Yemeni government and the Houthis remains
elusive, however increased dialogue between the two factions will be required if there is to be a
ceasefire of any sort and relief to the beleaguered civilians in the crossfire.
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Humanitarian Crisis
Though five years of conflict have produced a political stalemate, there are clear losers in the
war: the Yemeni people. With no stable government, infrastructure has crumbled and Yemen
has become the largest humanitarian crisis in the world. The crisis is also not slowing or abating
in the war’s stalemate. It is estimated that more than 120,00 people have been displaced since
June 2019. Since March 2015, more than 17.8 million people have lost safe access to water, 7.4
million people are in need of food, and 19.7 million people are in need of healthcare.4 As a result
of malnutrition and the aforementioned water shortage, a cholera epidemic has broken out that
has claimed the lives of 2,200 and infected nearly a million. The ongoing air campaign and
active ground combat make it difficult for aid workers to safely reach many who are in need,
which exacerbates the problem. The deepening crisis makes it all the more imperative that the
actors involved in the conflict are able to agree to a ceasefire. Though many such endeavours fall
apart after only a few weeks or months—as has been seen with UNSC led ceasefires in
Syria—they invariably end up saving lives. During the lapse in fighting, more civilians can be
treated and cared for, and more aid can reach those who need it.
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Bloc Positions
Houthi
The Houthis are aligned with Iran and are actively working in conjunction with Tehran to
undermine Saudi influence in the region. The Houthis are supported either overtly or rhetorically
by members of the Axis of resistance. While there has been little outright support, they are also
held in good opinion by the Russian Federation, who also seeks an end to U.S. hegemony in the
Middle East.5
Hadi Government
The Hadi government clings to Saudi Arabia for support as it attempts to dislodge the rebels
from the west of the country. The Hadi government is also supported by much of the
international community as the legitimate authority in Yemen, especially the United States and
other coalition members.
Axis of Resistance
The Axis of Resistance only finds clear and overt support from the Russian Federation, though
there are subtle exceptions. The European Union remains more open to the idea of trading with
Iran, even in the face of U.S. sanctions. China is willing to look beyond humanitarian concerns in
the name of potentially lucrative business and strategic opportunities with Tehran. All states and
non-state actors in the Axis of Resistance are at odds with the United States and Israel.
Key Terms
● Axis of Resistance: The Axis of Resistance is a geopolitical and military alliance between
the Syrian Government, the Iranian Government and the Hezbollah political group in
Lebanon that seeks to counter Western and Israeli power and influence in the Middle
East. They also collectively counter Saudi Arabia and its alliance of Sunni Arab states.
● Houthi Rebels: This is a political and militaristic movement in Northern Yemen seeking
to rebel against the current government in the country. Their military movement has
successfully taken over the capital of Sana’a and overthrown the internationally
recognized political regime. The Saudi Arabian government is leading a coalition to
remove them from power in the region.
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Discussion Questions
● In the event of a ceasefire, what steps can the UNSC take in order to maximize the ability
of aid workers to enter the country safely?
Which humanitarian issues ought to be prioritized to maximize the positive impact on the
people of Yemen?
● What is the best way to balance the security concerns the conflict poses to various
countries in the region with the dire humanitarian needs of innocent civilians?
● What steps can the UNSC take in order to best promote a ceasefire between the Hadi
government and the Houthi rebels?
● What actions has your country taken in support or against the perpetuation of the
conflict?
Resources
● Yemen - Who Controls What:
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/interactive/2016/08/yemen-conflict-controls-1608141
32104300.html
● Yemen Humanitarian Crisis Overview (UNOCHA):
https://www.unocha.org/yemen/crisis-overview
● Yemen Conflict explained in 400 words https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-44466574
● How Iran’s regional ambitions have developed https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/01/24/how-irans-regional-ambiti
ons-have-developed-since-1979/
● Iran Policy Whitepaper (US-Centric viewpoint) https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL32048.pdf
● Who are the Houthis https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2015/apr/29/who-are-yemens-houthis
● Iranian admission of ideological support to the Houthis
● https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20191003-iran-admits-supporting-houthis-in-yemen
-for-the-first-time/

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 2019
Topic: Ongoing Conflict in Syria
As the war in Yemen and resulting humanitarian crisis have commanded the attention of the
world’s policymakers, the Syrian conflict has continued to simmer on. The dynamic battlefields
and shifting front lines that categorized the war during the rise and fall of the Islamic State have
slowed, as the remaining factions hunker down and prepare for the next phase of the already
eight-year-long war.
Topic Background
At present, the country can broadly be divided into four zones of control. Assad’s incumbent
Syrian government directly controls the largest of these segments. From 2015 to 2016, his
regime seemed on the brink of collapse, with rebels on the doorstep of Damascus and ISIS
militants advancing miles each day. Today, he has retaken roughly 75 percent of the country,
turning civil war in his favor in terms of regime preservation. This reversal of fortunes did not
occur in a vacuum. Two alliances have proven critical to the Syrian government’s survival: Iran
and Russia. Before the war began, both states already had a history of close ties with Syria.
Russia used the country primarily as a strategic toehold in the Middle East and as a means of
projecting naval power in the Eastern Medditeranian. For Iran, the country served as a
springboard for various Tehran-aligned groups such as Hezbollah. Both states have provided
significant military assistance to Assad over the course of the war, most notably during Russia’s
2015-2016 bombardment of Aleppo.
Occupying a quarter of the country, the various Kurdish militias represent the single most
powerful anti-government force in the country. Until October 2019 they represented the primary
avenue of U.S. influence in the war, receiving training, arms, and limited ground support from
Washington. Kurdish forces in Syria and Iraq bore the brunt of combating ISIS during the
terrorist group’s rise and eventually proved instrumental in its eventual defeat with the Kurdish
force’s seizure of Raqqa in 2017. Geographically, Syria’s Kurds have anchored themselves along
the Euphrates River, using the natural barrier it provides as a defensible border with
Assad-controlled Syria. However, the greatest threat to Kurdish survival comes not from
Damascus in the west but Ankara to the North. On October 9, 2019, Turkey launched a major
offense to the Kurdish territories, with the stated goal of establishing a buffer zone along the
border after pushing 20 miles into the territory. Though 20 miles might appear inconsequential,
the lands nearest to the Turkish border make up the bulk of the economically productive territory
in the region, containing the bulk of Kurdish controlled arable land, as well as notable oil
deposits. Simply put, a Turkish invasion of Northern Syria destroys the economic foundation of
any potential Kurdish state. Up until the Turkish incursion, the Kurds were able to expand and

even prosper through their security agreement with the United States. Given the overwhelming
superiority of the Turkish armed forces, in the absence of American support, they will likely
need to find another strong, international backer in order to maintain control of their territories.
A requirement for a new warden, should the Kurds succeed in courting one, is a shared interest
in containing Turkish power in the region. As a result, at the time of this writing the next best
alternative to the United States is Assad himself, and uneasy agreements between the two are in
their earliest stages.
The two other factions still active in the Syrian conflict are the aforementioned Turkish forces,
who first began occupying sections of Syria in 2016 as part of Operation Euphrates Shield,
ostensibly in order to secure the chaotic border region and attain a degree of control over the
flow of refugees and possible militants in the country. Since then, Turkey’s military
commitments to the region continued to increase as the country’s influence slowly grew. This
recently culminated in the aforementioned invasion of Kurdish territories, which has been
dubbed “Operation Peace Spring.” In its initial weeks, the operation created a humanitarian
catastrophe, displacing thousands and threatening a reemergence of ISIS influence amidst the
chaos. Though Turkish operations have largely been aimed at the enemies of the Assad regime,
the two are by no means allies, having engaged in numerous skirmishes along the line of control.
The final major group involved in the war is not a single group at all, but represents the varied
militias and fighters holed up in the last major bastion of government resistance, in Syria’s Idlib
province. The largest of these is Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, a radical extremist group closely
associated with Al-Qaeda in both its history and present support network. The group formed out
of a 2017 merger of ideologically similar organizations, most prominently the al-Nusra Front.
Idlib is where the bulk of Assad’s forces appear to be focused, in an attempt to slowly dislodge
rebels from the province. As a result of the continuous conflict, a focal point has been a variety
of humanitarian operations led by a wide array of actors, the UNSC among them.
Humanitarian Actions and the UNSC
The UNSC has played an important role as the Syrian conflict has developed, taking part in relief
efforts as well as attempts to stop the fighting entirely. In 2015, UNSC Resolution 2254 marked
the first attempt to resolve the conflict through political settlement. It has served as a blueprint
for what a peaceful resolution to the conflict ought to look like. It offers the good offices of the
Secretary General to the various factions of the war, in hopes that a proper channel for
negotiation will allow a Syrian-led peace process to unfold. The resolution’s intended timeline of
a pause in the conflict by January 2016 was not met. Nevertheless, on February 22, 2016, an
official ceasefire had been enforced, with notable cooperation from the United States and Russia
(UNSC Resolution 2268). During this time, humanitarian aid workers were allowed far more
access to war torn regions, delivering much needed relief to many areas of the country.

Unfortunately, the peace did not hold. Minor clashes and skirmishes in contested areas escalated
with time, and in July of the same year, the ceasefire had predominantly collapsed. Also notable
is that even during the time when Resolution 2268 was fully enforced, there remained heavy
fighting between numerous factions and U.N.-designated terror groups, such as ISIS and
al-Nusra, that had been excluded from the negotiating table. Since July 2016, the UNSC has
attempted to put an end to the fighting in several other instances, but over time, ambitions and
outcomes have been seemingly scaled back. In December 2018, Resolution 2401 was adopted,
calling for a 30-day ceasefire simply for aid workers to safely reach those most affected by the
fighting. In many areas, sporadic fighting continued despite the deal, and in Syria’s Afrin region,
Turkish offensives and fighting went on unabated.
While attempts at a full peace process have proven very challenging for the UNSC to enforce for
long periods of time, more direct humanitarian actions have shown more success. In 2014, the
UNSC passed Resolution 2165, which laid the groundwork for the U.N.’s extensive relief
efforts. It outlined the authority for U.N. and U.N.-associated humanitarian organizations to
traverse active front lines to dispense needed supplies to civilians trapped by the fighting. Since
then, this resolution has been renewed year over year. The biggest danger for Syria civilians is
generally seen during an extended siege by one faction or another. During this time, supplies
dwindle, and those trapped face the greatest risk of starvation. It is estimated that nearly 400,000
Syrians live under siege, with the number sure to increase should Turkish operations in the
northeast of the country escalate. Outside of severe starvation risks, it is estimated that a further
11 million Syrians are in need of other forms of aid.
This security council will have to examine what has gone wrong and what has gone right with
U.N. actions in Syria. Though no ceasefire attempt has held for very long, the times they were in
effect provided much needed respite from the conflict and allowed aid workers to reach the
wounded and hungry. As the UNSC moves forward, it will also have to consider Turkey’s
newfound importance in the conflict and the changing role of the United States as it seeks to
distance itself from the war.
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