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Bodies lay in the parking area of a hospital in Khan Sheikhoun, a rebel-held town in Idlib 

Province in northwestern Syria, after a chemical bombing. Credit Omar Haj Kadour/Agence 

France-Presse — Getty Images  

In six years of war, President Bashar al-Assad of Syria has overseen a campaign of carnage, 

turning an enormous cache of deadly weapons against the very people they were presumably 

stockpiled to protect. 

In a campaign to crush rebels and jihadists, Mr. Assad and his allies have relied on tactics that go 

far beyond the norms of modern warfare to kill many thousands of Syrians. Here are the ways 

they have done it. 
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A civilian treated for respiratory distress in Aleppo, Syria, in December. Syrian forces used 

chlorine gas bombs in the city at least eight times from Nov. 17 to Dec. 13, Human Rights Watch 

reported. Credit Ghirh Sy/European Pressphoto Agency  

In the latest attack on civilians, more than 100 people, including children, were believed to have 

been killed by chemical weapons in a rebel-held town in Idlib Province on Tuesday. A doctor 

there said the victims' pupils were reduced to pinhole-size dots, a characteristic of nerve agents 

and other banned toxic substances. 

The United States put the blame for the attack on the Syrian government and its patrons, Russia 

and Iran, and suggested that the salvo was a war crime. While the attack was among the deadliest 

uses of chemical weapons in Syria in years, it was far from an isolated case. 

During the war, the Assad government has been accused of regularly using chlorine gas, which is 

less deadly than the agent used on Tuesday and is legal in its commercial form. According to the 

Violations Documentation Center, an antigovernment watchdog, more than 1,100 Syrians have 

been killed in chemical weapons and gas attacks. 

There are also reports that the Islamic State, also known as ISIS, has used mustard agent in 

northern Syria. 

Siege Tactics and Starvation 
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Members of the White Helmets civil defense organization searched for victims amid the rubble 

of a building in Aleppo after what were reported to be airstrikes in October. Government forces 

besieged the rebel-held part of the city for months last year. Credit Karam Al-Masri/Agence 

France-Presse — Getty Images  

In a war that has involved some of the modern world’s most dangerous weapons, Mr. Assad and 

his allies have also used an ancient tactic to devastating effect: siege warfare. 

Last year, government troops brought the rebel-held districts of Aleppo, Syria’s largest city 

before the war, to its knees. Residents of those areas of the northern city were besieged for 

months. 

Hundreds of thousands of people there and in other besieged cities risked starving to death, and 

many hundreds succumbed to the stranglehold that forces loyal to Mr. Assad had on the city’s 

food supply. 

In September, after the Assad government agreed to allow international aid convoys to enter 

Aleppo, Russian or Syrian warplanes attacked the trucks, killing about 20 people and leading to a 

suspension in aid. 

A month earlier, the rebel-controlled city of Daraya, after four years of siege and bombings, 

struck a deal to surrender to the government. 

Rebel forces and the Islamic State have also besieged government-controlled areas on a smaller 

scale. 
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Mass Executions and Torture 
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A Syrian Army defector in a blue hooded jacket during a briefing before the House Foreign 

Affairs Committee in 2014. The defector, a former army photographer, has smuggled out of 

Syria more than 50,000 photographs that document the torture and death of thousands of Syrians 

in President Assad’s prisons. Credit Alex Wong/Getty Images  

The Syrian government has summarily executed 5,000 to 13,000 people in mass hangings in just 

one of its many prisons since the start of the six-year-old uprising against Mr. Assad, Amnesty 

International said in a report in February. 

Inmates are kept under conditions so dismal — including regular, severe beatings and 

deprivation of food, water, medicine and basic sanitation — that they amount to deliberate 

extermination, defined under international law as a crime against humanity, the report said. 

Targeting of Hospitals 
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A medic surveyed the damage inside Anadan Hospital, hit by an airstrike in Aleppo Province last 

year. Credit Ammar Abdullah/Reuters  

Syrian and Russian warplanes have bombed civilian targets and population centers, hitting 

mosques, schools and markets. 

Government forces have struck rebel-held areas with barrel bombs, large containers filled with 

explosive material and shrapnel. 

Airstrikes have also targeted hospitals. According to the group Physicians for Human Rights, 

more than 300 hospitals have been attacked, a phenomenon the United Nations has likened to a 

“weapon of war.” 

Rebels have also shelled civilian areas, but their weapons are less powerful. 

Scud Missiles 
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A resident at the edge of a huge crater created by what people in the area said was a Scud missile 

strike in Idlib Province in 2013. Credit Bryan Denton for The New York Times  

More than 38,000 people have been killed in shelling attacks and explosions, according to the 

Violations Documentation Center, a Syrian local monitoring group that compiles data on human 

rights breaches. 

Among the deadliest weapons deployed against civilians were Scud missiles, aimed at rebel-held 

areas in the early years of the war. Scores of people were killed in explosions and buried under 

rubble when their homes were hit. 

Follow Russell Goldman on Twitter @GoldmanRussell. 

A version of this article appears in print on April 6, 2017, on Page A10 of the New York edition 

with the headline: Old Tactics and New Buck Norms of Warfare. Order Reprints| Today's 

Paper|Subscribe  

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/23/world/middleeast/scud-missile-aleppo.html
https://twitter.com/GoldmanRussell
http://www.nytreprints.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/subscriptions/Multiproduct/lp839RF.html?campaignId=48JQY

