
POLS1005 Syrian simulation handbook 1 

 
 
 
 
 

POLS1005 Introduction to International Relations 
 
 

 SYRIAN CONFLICT SIMULATION  
STUDENT HANDBOOK 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Richard W. Frank1 
Australian National University  

 
Abstract:  This simulation will extend for nine weeks allowing for simulation description and background 
reading in the first week and debriefing in the last week and will run parallel to regular lectures and tutorial. 
The simulation is focused on the current Syrian conflict and culminates in a simulated multi-stakeholder 
peace conference in Week 9. The setting is initially the actors home regions in July 2017, and the main stage 
is a stakeholders meeting set in September 2017. The simulation is designed to enhance students’ 
engagement by using a real-life case for study, but it is set in the near future to allow for flexibility in teams’ 
decision making (Asal & Blake 2006). 
 
The current Syrian conflict began in 2011, has led to the deaths of over 450,000 people, millions of refugees, 
and has affected the Syrian population, the stability of neighbouring states, and led to an escalation of 
tensions between the US and Russia (Barnard 2016). Students will be randomly assigned an actor during 
the first tutorial. Each student will represent a stakeholder in this conflict or in affected states. Roles will 
include international organisations (e.g. United Nations, European Union), government actors (e.g. Syria, 
Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, US, Russia, and Australia), and non-governmental organisations (violent 
and non-violent).  
 
This simulation will allow students the opportunity to research this internationalised civil conflict and 
understand the incentives and interests of different state and non-state actors. Actors can have their own 
interests which might not coincide with ending the conflict. The simulation lifecycle is consistent with those 
outlined in the literature: pre-play research and planning; early stage; development; debriefing, assessment, 
& evaluation. The focus of this simulation is on documents uploaded to Wattle and in-person tutorials. 
Students will make submissions and interact cooperatively and competitively to reach goals depending on 
their assigned roles. 
 
 
 
Keywords: Syria, civil conflict, internationalised conflict  

                                                      
1 Jessica Genauer and Tristan Dimmock provided invaluable assistance in the development of this 
simulation. 
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1. Learning opportunities and objectives 

 
This simulation has three key learning objectives: 
 
1. Actively engage students with the complexity of stakeholder interests and constraints in international 
relations events. Active engagement with the learning process has been shown to enhance student 
engagement with and comprehension of course content (Glazier 2011) (course guide objective 1, 2, 5). 
 
2. Enhance student ability to apply critical analysis skills to real-world international relations events (course 
guide objectives 2, 3, 4, 5). 
 
3. Facilitate critical reflection on students’ learning process. Reflection is a crucial part of the learning 
process, Kolb (1984) and Gibbs (1988) have developed a conceptual reflective cycle that will be included into 
this simulation in small-group verbal debriefs, and a written debrief modelled on the reflective cycle (course 
guide objectives 4, 5) 
 

 
2. Syria Peace Summit May 2017, overview 

 
A Syria Peace Summit will take place in May 2017 to facilitate multi-party negotiations amongst key parties 
to the Syrian civil conflict. Notably, the Summit will be attended by Australia (representing the UNSC), the 
Syrian government, the European Union (EU), the Free Syria Army (FSA), Iran, ISIS, Jaysh al-Islam, 
Jordan, the Kurdish PYD, the Red Crescent (SARC), Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Nations 
(UN), and the United States (US). 
 
The mission of the Syria Peace Summit 2017 is to work towards resolution on the following four issues:  
 

▪ A lasting ceasefire amongst all parties in the Syrian conflict 

▪ Lifting of sanctions on the Syrian regime 

▪ Facilitating provision of humanitarian relief to Syrian citizens  

▪ Devising pathways for a post-conflict political transition   
 

The Summit will produce a Joint Statement detailing parties’ commitment to resolutions on these issues.  
 

3. Group size and composition 
 
The simulation will take place in groups of 15 students. Each student will play one of 15 key actors in the 
Syrian conflict. With an enrolment of 570 students (as of 26 February) this will mean there will be 38 
simultaneous simulations. 

 
4. Facilitator roles 

 
Tutors and the course convener will be moderators. Moderators have social, teaching, and organizational 
roles and are crucial to student engagement and ensuring the simulation is moving forward (Mason 1991). 
Assessment during the simulation will be included into tutorial participation marks, and as part of a 
response paper in the last third of the class. These assessments are designed to enhance the learning 
outcomes for this class including an experiential knowledge of theoretical approaches to international 
relations, capacity to develop skills in negotiation, diplomacy, and organisational work, an understanding of 
current and historical events of international significance, and the development of strong research, writing, 
and analytical skills. Students will also be well prepared for future classes within the School of Politics and 
International Relations. 
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5. Simulation overview 
 

The simulation takes place in tutorial groups of 15 students each. Each student will be assigned a role as an 
important Syrian conflict actor. Each week part of the tutorial will be dedicated to interactive simulation 
activities, culminating in a Syria Peace Summit in week 9. The simulation covers three phases of activity:   
 

 
 
  

Week Course topic Simulation activity Student task 

    
Phase 1: Briefing 

2 Theories of IR 
 

Simulation introduction and 
actor allocation 

Chose actor during tutorial 

3 Why do wars occur? 
 

Discussion regarding impact 
of WWI on Syrian conflict    

None for this week, but you should 
be researching and writing your role 
profile 

    

Phase 2: Actor profiles 

4 Domestic politics & 
war 
 

6 state actors present role 
profile (3 minutes each) with 
a focus on how domestic 
politics is driving their 
objectives. 

State actors (Iran, Jordan, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, & United 
States) only: upload role profile to 
Wattle before tutorial.  
 

5 International 
institutions and war 
 

4 international actors present 
role profile (3 minutes each) 
with a focus on how their role 
as an international institution 
affects their strategies and 
objectives. 

International actors (Australia 
[UNSC], EU, Red Crescent, UN) 
only: upload role profile to Wattle 
before tutorial  

6 Violence by non-state 
actors 
 

4 non-state actors plus Assad 
Regime present role profile 
in 3 minutes with a focus on 
how their role as (or 
interaction with) non-state 
actors affects their strategies 
and objectives. 

Non-state actors (Free Syria Army, 
ISIS, Jaysh al-Islam, Kurdish PYD) & 
Assad regime only: upload role profile 
to Wattle before tutorial. 
 

    
Phase 3: Positioning, conference, and debrief 

7 The politics of trade 
and finance 

Activity focused on 
economic linkages between 
actors   

Participation in tutorial activity 

8 Economic and 
political environment 

Small groups devise pre-
conference positions 

All actors upload position papers to 
Wattle before tutorial. 

9 International Law 
 

Simulated international 
negotiations conference 

 

10 Human rights and 
refugees 

Student debrief Discuss simulation experience in 
tutorial. 

11 The global 
environment  

none All students submit response paper to 
Turnitin  
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6. Weekly simulation events 
 

WEEK 2 

Student chose roles by picking a number out of a rather colourful bucket. A simulation role will be assigned 
to each of the 15 students in tutorial. If there are less than 15 students in a tutorial, tutors have a list of 
roles to remove per student under 15.  
 

WEEK 3 

The simulation activity focuses on the impact of the aftermath of WWI on the current Syrian conflict. 
Students are required to read an assigned news-media article posted on Wattle. Students will be asked to 
reflect in small groups on the impact of the creation of the state of Syria on their actor, and on their actor’s 
position on the existence of the state of Syria.  
 

WEEK 4 

Role Profile presentations: 6 state actors present their roles - Iran, Jordan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 
and US. Each presentation should not exceed 3 minutes – state actors will address the impact of domestic 
politics on their key objectives.  
 

WEEK 5  

Role Profile presentations: 4 international actors present their role profiles - Australia (UNSC), European 
Union, Red Crescent (SARC), and United Nations (UN). Each presentation should be no more than 3 
minutes – international actors will address the impact of their role as an international actor on their key 
objectives.  
 

WEEK 6 

Role Profile presentations: 4 non-state actors and Assad Regime present their role profiles - Free Syria 
Army (FSA), ISIS, Jaysh al-Islam, Kurdish PYD, and Assad Regime. Each presentation should be no more 
than 3 minutes – actors will address the impact of being and/or interacting with non-state actors on their 
key objectives.  
 

WEEK 7 

Economic inter-dependence and impact of sanctions: In small groups actors will reflect on their position 
towards sanctions on the Syrian regime and their actor’s leverage in either lifting or retaining sanctions.   
 

WEEK 8 (tutorial 7) 

Pre-Summit positioning: Groups of actors with potential shared strategic objectives will devise joint 
positions on the Peace Summit’s four key objectives: ceasefire, sanctions, humanitarian relief, and political 
transition.  
 

WEEK 9 (tutorial 8) 

Syria Peace Summit: The Peace Summit – a multi-party negotiation amongst all 15 actors will take place in 
the entire tutorial in week 9. The Peace Summit aims to reach resolution amongst parties on four key 
objectives: 1) bringing a ceasefire into force; 2) lifting sanctions; 3) facilitating delivery of humanitarian 
relief; and 4) devising a pathway for political transition. Actors will produce a Joint Statement on these four 
objectives, stating any resolutions reached.  
 

WEEK 10 (tutorial 9) 

Debrief: A guided debrief of the simulation activity will take place, focusing on students’ experience of the 
Peace Summit the preceding week. 
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7. Simulation assessment summary 
 

 

Assessment task Submission date Value 

Role profile  Before tutorial in week 4, 5 or 6  

(depending on actor) 

2.5% of tutorial participation grade 

Position paper Before tutorial in week 8 2.5% of tutorial participation grade 

Response paper 17 May 12pm 15% of course grade 

 

 
 

8. Simulation assessment tasks 
 
ROLE PROFILE 
 
Due Date: Week 4, 5, or 6 depending on role. Value: Written role profile and presentation of role profile 
in tutorial are worth a combined 2.5% of tutorial participation grade. The written role profile is to be 
uploaded to Wattle before the tutorial in which the student presents their role profile.   
 
Task: Write 300 words in response to the two questions outlined below: 
 

1. What are the role’s key strategic interests and objectives? 
 
Points to consider: Identify a specific character to represent your role in negotiations; state previous 
interactions with other actors and existing or potential alliances; describe institutional constraints 
on action; what theoretical approach (see textbook Ch. 2) does this role most closely approximate 
in their strategy?  

 
2. Actor-specific questions 
 
For state actors only (Iran, Jordan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, US):  How are your motivations 
and objectives influenced by domestic constraints? 
 
For international actors only (Australia seat on UNSC, EU, Red Crescent, UN,): How are your 
motivations and objectives impacted by your status as an international actor?  
 
For non-state actors and Assad Regime only (Assad Regime, Free Syria Army, ISIS, Jaysh al-
Islam, Kurdish PYD): How are your tactics and strategies impacted by your engagement in conflict 
as a non-state actor and / or with other non-state actors?  

 
POSITION PAPER 
 
A position paper is a short outline of an actor’s position in relation to a topic, dispute or negotiation, which 
is written before a conference and specifically reflects the position and actions of the actor represented. 
 
Due Date: Week 8; Value: 2.5% of tutorial participation grade. This task is a strict liability task, in that 
failure to upload the Position Paper results in a mark of 0, whereas a completed uploaded role description 
receives 2.5%. The written position paper is to be uploaded to Wattle before tutorial in week 8.  
 

Write 300 words in response to the following questions:  
 
1. What are your actor's key objectives? 
2. What are your constraints in relation to achieving the Peace Summit objectives?  
3. What other actors share similar objectives? And what are the prospects of collaboration with one 

or more of these actors? 
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It may be useful to also consider the bargaining range of your actor, and where that sits with the ranges of 
other actors. 
 
RESPONSE PAPER 
 
Due Date: 17 May 12pm. Value: 15% of course grade.   
 
Respond to the following question in 1,000 words2, addressing all sub-questions in your answer:  
 

To what extent was your actor able to achieve its objectives in the Syria simulation? 
 

1. How did your actor’s position align with other actors’ positions in your pre-conference group?  
 
2. How successful was your tutorial in devising resolutions and undertakings in the conference? Did 

your actor achieve their objectives? Why or why not? In retrospect, would you have done 
something differently?  

 
3. What connections can you make between the simulation and the theories and topics of 

International Relations covered in the lecture and readings? 
 
4. As a learning tool, to what extent did the simulation highlight actors’ interests, institutions’ 

behaviour and ability to constrain actors, and interactions in International Relations? Why or why 
not?  

 
Response Paper Assessment Rubric  
 

▪ Cohesive formulation (40%): The response paper poses a well-formulated response to the all parts 
of the question.   

▪ Critical engagement (40%): The response paper critically engages with the student’s experience of 
the simulation. 

▪ Structure (10%): The essay has clear topic sentences, it is well structured, and paragraphs are clearly 
organised.  

▪ Editing (10%): The essay has clearly been proof-read and drafted and contains no/few grammatical 
errors. 

  

                                                      
2 Not counting footnotes or bibliography. University policy states that a 10% range of the target word 
count is acceptable. Therefore, for this assignment 900-1,100 words is acceptable. 
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9. Simulation roles  
 
Syrian governmental actors 
 
1. Syrian government: Assad regime 
Bashar al-Assad has been President of Syria since 2000, inheriting power from his father, Hafez al-Assad, 
as the head of an oppressive, authoritarian regime. Bashar and much of Syria’s ruling class are from the 
Allawite sect, a Muslim sect associated with Shi’a Islam, although the Assad regime is secular. When protest 
spread across Syria in 2011, Assad responded to protesters with oppressive violence, leading Syria into civil 
war.   
 
Syrian non-government violent actors 
 
2. Free Syria Army (FSA) 
The FSA emerged after the anti-Assad 2011 protests, primarily led by military personnel who defected from 
Assad’s regime. In the early years of the civil war the FSA was a key opposition player. As civil war dragged 
on, the opposition fragmented into often competing groups, and non-Islamist opposition groups either 
dissolved or lost prominence. The FSA is one of the few remaining non-Islamist and non-Kurdish 
opposition groups. 
 
3. Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
ISIS, also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and by its Arabic acronym Daesh, is a 
Salafi jihadist, non-state actor, that follows a fundamentalist, Wahhabi doctrine of Sunni Islam. ISIS has 
been classified as a terrorist organisation. ISIS was formed in 2013, emerging out of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). 
In 2013, ISIS began seizing control of territory and cities in Iraq and Syria. ISIS is currently led by Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi.   
 
4. Jaysh al-Islam 
Jaysh al-Islam, meaning Army of Islam in Arabic, was created in 2013 as a merger of several groups 
opposing the Assad regime. Jaysh al-Islam believes in the rule of Islamic Law. It is one of the key opposition 
groups fighting the Assad regime in the Syrian civil war. The current leader is Mohammed Alloush. 
 
5. Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) 
The PYD was formed in 2003; the People’s Protection Units (YPG) is its militia arm. Since 2011, the PYD 
has been engaged in fighting against the Assad Regime and ISIS. The YPG, the PYD’s militia arm, has 
received military training and back-up airpower from the US, who consider the PYD a moderate, forward-
thinking partner in the battle against extremism. The PYD is associated with The Kurdistan Workers Party 
(PKK), a Kurdish group engaged in an armed separatist struggle against Turkey. The current chairman of 
the PYD is Sallih Muslim.  
 
International state actors 
 
6. Australia - seat on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 
For the purposes of this simulation, Australia has commenced a two-year rotating term on the UNSC and 
is an active protagonist in discussions concerning the Syrian civil war. Julie Bishop represents Australia on 
the Security Council. Australia joined the United States (US) in a joint task force, Operation Okra, that 
commenced a bombing campaign against ISIS in Iraq in late August 2014, and in Syria in September 2015. 
The Australian Government rejected US requests in early 2016 to expand its military commitment to the 
war.   
 
7. Iran  
Iran and Syria have been close strategic allies since the Iranian revolution of 1979. Since 2011, Iran has 
intervened in the Syrian civil war to prevent the collapse of the Assad Regime. Iran has provided billions 
of dollars to the Assad Regime, as well as military training for government forces. Elite Iranian military 
personnel have fought in Syria alongside the Assad regime.  
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8. Jordan 
Jordan, led by King Abdullah, shares its northern border with Syria. Since the start of the Syrian conflict, 
Syrian refugees have been flooding into Jordan, currently numbering close to 1.3 million. This influx of 
refugees has placed a significant strain on Jordan’s economy and infrastructure. Jordanian military 
intervention in Syria constitutes participation in the US-led bombing campaign against ISIS commencing 
in late 2014.  
 
9. The Russian Federation (Russia) 
Russia, led by President Vladimir Putin, has long-standing diplomatic relations with the Assad Regime. 
Russia intervened in the Syrian Civil War in September 2015 following an official request from the Syrian 
Government for military help to fight rebel groups. Prior to the intervention, Russia supplied military 
equipment and training to the Syrian Army. Russia’s involvement in Syria has been cited as a ‘godsend’ for 
Assad, placing him in a much stronger negotiating position. 
 
10. Saudi Arabia 
Saudi Arabia is a Sunni-majority religious monarchy that vies with the Shi’a theocracy of Iran for regional 
influence. In the Syria conflict, Saudi Arabia has provided military training and funding to opposition 
groups fighting the Assad Regime. Saudi Arabia also joined US-led air strikes against ISIS.   
 
11. Turkey 
Turkey, led by Recep Tayyip Erdogan, borders Syria and had good diplomatic relations with the Assad 
Regime pre-2011. Turkey intervened in the Syrian conflict in 2011, training and equipping Free Syria Army 
(FSA) fighters. In the following years, Turkey continued to provide support to opposition groups. Turkey 
commenced military intervention in Syria in 2016, launching an operation against both ISIS and Kurdish 
groups. 
 
12. United States (US) 
From 2011 until 2014, US involvement in the Syrian conflict constituted financial support and military 
training for certain opposition groups, particularly the Free Syria Army (FSA). The US tried, with increasing 
difficulty, to avoid US funding reaching opposition groups with an Islamist agenda. When the Islamic State 
in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) began seizing territory in 2013 and displayed an aggressive anti-Western agenda, the 
US began to intervene in Syria with a military bombing campaign against ISIS that commenced in late 2014 
and is currently still underway.  
 
International interstate actor 
 
13. European Union (EU) 
EU involvement in the Syrian crisis has been largely focused on attempts to find a diplomatic solution to 
the Syria crisis. The EU is an active participant in the International Syria Support Group (ISSG) that is 
focused on facilitating a political solution to the crisis. The EU suspended its cooperation with the Syrian 
Government in March 2011. The EU initially sent a delegation to Syria, however, since late 2012, has scaled 
down its activities. Delegation staff continue to operate from Brussels and Beirut, carrying out regular 
missions to Damascus. With Syrians fleeing the conflict, managing and responding to the humanitarian 
crisis has become a central issue for the EU, and for EU nation states.  
 
International non-state actor 
 
14. United Nations (UN) 
The UN has been actively involved in Syria since 2012 providing a UN Special Envoy to Syria to facilitate 
discussion between the various actors. The current envoy is Staffan de Mistura who succeeds Lakhdar 
Brahimi and Kofi Annan who both served as Joint Special Representatives in coordination with the League 
of Arab States. The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has also been a key area of activity and 
discussion with several Resolutions, Presidential Statements and Secretary General Reports’ canvassing 
options and promoting discussion.  
 
Humanitarian organisation 
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15. Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC)  
SARC is the Syrian arm of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), 
the world's largest humanitarian network with missions all over the world. The President of SARC is Khaled 
Hboubati. SARC has 14 branches all over Syria, and 75 sub-branches. SARC has around 11,000 trained 
volunteers and works with other charity organisations in Syria. SARC is committed to the Geneva 
Conventions and the seven basic principles of the International Movement of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent. SARC is one of the few international humanitarian organisations still active inside Syria, providing 
humanitarian relief to Syrian citizens impacted by the conflict.  
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