LOGISTICAL CHALLENGES OF A MILITARY INTERVENTION IN SYRIA

INTRODUCTION

As of December 2012, the Syrian civil war remains volatile and shows no signals of
nearing a resolution. In light of its persistence, there has been a growing call for a
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATQO) military intervention of the likes of the 2011
operation in Libya. But Syria is not like Libya — nor is it comparable to the other crises
in which the international community has launched so-called “humanitarian wars”.
Even aside from the political challenges that would complicate an intervention (and its B 4 P

COLLATERAL DAMAGE

Violent clashes are centered in the regions with the highest population density. Even aside from the issue fluid

THE DISPERSION OF
SYRIAN OPPOSITION CONTROL

and fragmented territorial holdings by both sides of the conflict, such density makes it difficult to militarily Battle lines remain indistinct, even within city borders. In combination

defend civilians without causing collateral damage. with the lack of an organized opposition, the territorial fluidity makes it

difficult to establish sanctuaries for opposition groups (such as the Free
Syrian Army) and to identify targets.

ultimate goals), there are numerous features that would undermine its logistics. Here, | g [ ¢ ¥ - e N
select a sample of such considerations in the attempt to show just how problematic an . | o «Pr -
intervention would be. h o
A “military intervention” can range from the establishment of humanitarian corridors for L "y B oo Figure 5 (below) is intended to further illustrate the complications
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THE SYRIAN GOVERNMENT AIR DEFENSE SYSTEM ' = polygons on top of a base layer to represent rebel holdings and
Syria’s strong air defenses are located close to population centers, complicating the logistics E concentrations of government forces.
of conducting aerial bombings on military targets while minimizing civilian casualties. —
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2R B \ T contested between both sides and the lines continue to fluctuate. The data for both figures were
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The shortage of adequate NATO aircraft basing for aerial attacks in Syria serves as a considerable constraint

Figures 1 and 2 (above) focus on one particular challenge: the sheer strength of the on a military intervention. For the 2011 intervention in Libya, NATO could fly warplanes directly from Sicily

Syrian government’s military force, especially relative to those of other states into
which NATO has intervened. This poses a particular problem for the establishment of
a no-fly zone and aerial bombings. Syria’s air force is large, the missile defenses are
strong (the S-125 is just one type of surface-to-air missile system in-country), and the
defense system is centralized in the most populous areas of the country (see Fig. 1
base layer for population reference). The risk of collateral damage is high, especially
in comparison to a place like Libya. Data for Fig. 1 were incorporated into the map by
plotting XY data from a constructed spreadsheet. The S-125 sites in Fig. 2 were

and helicopters from small French and British aircraft carriers. The size and geographic location of a mission in
Syria, however, would likely require the use of 1-2 large U.S. aircraft carriers. Even if this were feasible, such
an action would portray the mission as being one of U.S. unilateralism rather than international cooperation,

thereby undermining its legitimacy. P e S | |
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