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Abstract

The use of sanctions as a tool for resolving armed conflicts has been a
topic of debate for many years. This paper undertakes a critical
retrospective analysis of the sanctions imposed on Syria and Yemen in
resolving armed conflicts. The study examines the types of sanctions
imposed on the two countries and the impact of these sanctions on the
conflict resolution process. The paper concludes by discussing the
implications of these findings for the use of sanctions as a tool for
resolving armed conflicts in the future. The findings of the study suggest
that sanctions can be effective in resolving armed conflicts, however, it
IS subject to various factors such as the nature of the conflict, the level
of cooperation from the targeted country, and the level of international
support. The study puts particular emphasis on the role of the United
Nations Security Council, international cooperation among the states,
and the timeliness as well as duration of sanctions as key determinants
of the success of sanctions. This study seeks to contribute to the
decision-making process behind imposing sanctions, both in ongoing
and future conflicts by highlighting the best practices and strategies to

improve the effectiveness of the sanctions.
Introduction
Understanding Sanctions in International Law
In international law, sanctions refer to systemic political, economic, or diplomatic

decisions that are part of the external affairs of the governments of concerned

countries or regional organisations imposed to protect national security interests,



public order, or to protect international relations.® Such decisions are measures of a
coercive nature applicable against states, non-state entities, or individuals to defend
against threats to international peace and security.? These measures are not
considered to be conflicts or wars, but rather efforts to allow states to peacefully settle
disputes, to rectify the behaviour of the involved state or entity, and as an alternative
to the use of armed force.? The nature of sanctions is fundamentally preventive and
their extent should be proportionate to the gravity of the conflict as well as the severity
of the measures taken for the sanction. Primarily, the modes of sanctions include
diplomatic, economic, and military measures.# Diplomatic sanctions are imposed
against adverse behaviour or dissatisfaction concerning bilateral or multilateral
relations among states which essentially seek to protect political and economic
relations among them.> Such sanctions are carried out by sending political messages
to the concerned governments, or in severe cases, by cancelling or limiting diplomatic
visits to the concerned states. Economic sanctions include commercial and financial
prohibitions and limitations, such as trade bans, travel and visa restrictions, transaction
restrictions, and tax regulations to eliminate or cease conflicts.® Military sanctions, on
the other hand, are imposed through military strikes, an arms embargo, or a military

embargo (a restriction on the trade and transfer of military equipment to a country or

group).”’

Irrespective of the mode of imposition, sanctions under international law are required

to be in line with international legal and human rights obligations to avoid adverse
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effects on third parties.® Under the United Nations (UN) system, sanctions and other
coercive measures are primarily regulated according to Chapter VII of the Charter of
the United Nations (the UN Charter).® Besides the UN, other international or regional
organisations such as the European Union (EU), and the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) also impose sanctions.10 Several countries including
North Korea, Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Russia, Ukraine, Sudan and South Sudan,
Myanmar, Yemen, and Zimbabwe have been subject to sanctions by various
international entities at different times due to issues relating to human rights violations,

nuclear proliferation, or for conflict with other countries.1!

The effectiveness of sanctions on the states involved in armed conflicts has been a
subject of debate. This paper undertakes a critical retrospective analysis of the
sanctions imposed on two regions of armed conflict, namely Syria and Yemen. The
study examines the types of sanctions imposed on the two countries and the impact
of these sanctions on the conflict resolution process. The findings of the study suggest
that sanctions to resolve armed conflicts can be effective, however, the effectiveness
Is largely subject to circumstances such as the nature of the conflict, the level of
cooperation from the targeted country, and the level of international support. The study
puts particular emphasis on the role of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC),
international cooperation among the states, and the timeliness, as well as the duration,

of sanctions as key determinants of the success of sanctions.

This paper discusses the implications of these findings for the use of sanctions as a
tool for resolving armed conflicts in the future. The study aims to make a contribution

to the current scholarship on the topic of imposing sanctions in armed conflicts.
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Specifically, it seeks to provide insights and analysis into the decision-making process

behind imposing sanctions, both in ongoing and future conflicts.

The Role of Sanctions as a Means of Resolving Armed Conflicts

Over time, the effectiveness of sanctions in resolving armed conflicts between states
has produced mixed results.? Some instances have demonstrated that sanctions can
play an effective and positive role in resolving conflicts by exerting pressure on the
target state to change its behaviour. An example of this would be bringing about a

change in government policy or leadership for the resulting conflict.13

For instance, the international community imposed sanctions on South Africa to bring
about an end to apartheid in the country. These sanctions ultimately helped effectuate
positive outcomes in the transition to a democratic government in the early 1990s.14
Around the same time, sanctions imposed on the Libyan government to give up its
weapons of mass destruction turned advantageous and resulted in significant
improvement of human rights records of the region.'®> During the 1990s, Serbia was
subject to economic sanctions which helped bring about an end to the conflict in
Bosnia and Herzegovina.1® Sanctions imposed on Iran in the 1990s and 2015 played
a role in limiting the country’s military capabilities and weakening its ability to pursue
weapons of mass destruction, and bringing the country to the negotiating table in terms

of nuclear deals, respectively.’
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Nevertheless, there are plenty of other instances demonstrating the contrary, where
sanctions had limited to no effectiveness. For instance, North Korea did not comply
with the sanctions imposed on its nuclear weapons program.18 The Syrian government
was not affected by the economic sanctions imposed on it to pressure Syria to end the
conflict or improve human rights.?® Sanctions imposed on Venezuela have not
effectively brought about a change in the government or resolved the ongoing political
crisis in the country.2° Cuba is another example of the failure of sanctions to resolve
the political or economic issues in the country.?! Sanctions imposed on Zimbabwe
were not effective in improving human rights or bringing about political change in the

region.22

Sanctions can be difficult to enforce and they often have unintended consequences,
such as causing hardship to the civilian population, strengthening the target state’s
resolve, or promoting corruption and other illicit activities.?® A determinant for the
effectiveness of sanctions is timely imposition as many instances record that long-
delayed imposition of sanctions severely affects its efficacy.?* Irrespective of the
limitations of imposing sanctions, however, the international community widely
upholds that sanctions can still be an effective tool for resolving armed conflicts in
certain circumstances by building international pressure and galvanising diplomatic
efforts to find a solution.? It is further recommended by international legal scholars
that sanctions can be used in combination with other measures, such as peace

negotiations or military interventions, to increase their effectiveness.?6
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An Overview of the Sanction Situation in Syrian and Yemeni Conflicts

Both Syria and Yemen have been affected by ongoing armed conflicts, with
international sanctions being used as a tool to pressure the respective governments
to end the violence.?” Additionally, both countries have seen devastating humanitarian
consequences as a result of the conflict, including widespread famine and

displacement of civilians.?8

Several countries, including the United States and Canada, as well as entities such as
the UN, the EU, and the Arab League, have implemented sanctions against Syria as
a response to the Syrian government's brutal crackdown on opposition forces and
human rights abuses during the civil war in 2011.2° The forms of those sanctions
included economic sanctions (such as restrictions on trade and investment), financial
sanctions (such as asset freezes and restrictions on access to financial services), and
arms embargoes.3° The purpose of the sanctions is to pressure the government to end

the conflict and improve the human rights situation in the region.3!

Yemen received international sanctions in 2015, as a response to the conflict in the
country. Like Syria, the sanctions imposed on Yemen included arms embargoes, asset
freezes and travel ban on officials directly concerned with the governmental offices. 32

The UN also imposed sanctions targeting the Houthi rebels, who have been fighting
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against the government and its allies.33 The purpose of the sanctions is similar to those
of the sanctions on Syria, namely, to initiate peace negotiations and improve the

humanitarian situation in the region.34

Scholarly Analyses of the Effects of Sanctions in Resolving the Syrian and

Yemen Conflicts

The effectiveness of sanctions in resolving the Syrian conflict has been the subject of
much debate and analysis by international law and policy scholars through the years,
given the complexity of its nature and its relevance with multiple global and diplomatic
factors.3> Based on these discussions, the effectiveness of sanctions resolving the
conflict appears to be influenced by several factors, including the level of support for
the sanctions by the international community, the enforcement mechanisms in place,
and the willingness of all parties to the conflict to engage in peace negotiations. 36
Proponents of sanctions in the international community argue that the sanctions
placed on Syria contributed to putting pressure on the government and its allies to
engage in peace negotiations and improve human rights in the regions. These
proponents cite several outcomes, such as the sanctions that targeted key economic
sectors, including the oil and financial sectors, reducing the government’s ability to
finance the conflict and its military operations.3” On the other hand, critics of the
sanctions on Syria argue that sanctions have had limited effectiveness in resolving the
conflict, as the Syrian government has been able to find alternative sources of support,

such as Iran and Russia, which have helped Syria withstand the impact of sanctions.38
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Furthermore, the sanctions have also had negative humanitarian consequences, such

as exacerbating poverty and food insecurity in the country.3°

As with Syria, the effectiveness of sanctions imposed on Yemen has been a subject
of debate among global scholars and policymakers.4® One of the main arguments in
favour of the effectiveness of sanctions on Yemen is that the sanctions were able to
cause adequate economic pressure on the Houthi rebels, the main armed group in
Yemen.#l Sanctions have targeted individuals and organisations connected to the
rebels, which has made it difficult for them to access the resources they need to
sustain their military activities.#? As a result, the sanctions have weakened the rebels
and forced them to engage in negotiations with the government. 43 Another argument
in favour of the effectiveness of sanctions is that they have brought international
attention to the conflict in Yemen.4* The imposition of sanctions has sent a message
to the world that the conflict in Yemen is a serious issue that demands attention and
resolution.*® This has led to increased diplomatic efforts to find a solution to the conflict
and has encouraged the international community to take a more active role in resolving
the conflict.4¢ However, despite these positive effects, some argue that the
effectiveness of sanctions on Yemen has been limited.4’” One of the key reasons
behind this argument is that sanctions have not had a significant impact on the rebel's
military capabilities. This is because they have continued to receive support from other

sources.*® Additionally, the sanctions were ineffective to stop the flow of arms into
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Yemen, as the rebels continue to obtain weapons from external sources.*® Another
factor limiting the effectiveness of sanctions on Yemen is that the sanctions have
caused economic hardship for ordinary Yemenis, as they curtailed their regular access
to basic necessities such as food, medicine, and fuel, negatively impacting a
significant portion of the population.>® This has resulted in a humanitarian crisis in
Yemen and has made it difficult for the international community to support the

sanctions.>!

Determinants of the Effectiveness of Sanctions in Resolving Armed Conflicts

and Their Application in Syria and Yemen Case

Considering the outcome of the sanctions imposed on Syria and Yemen over the years
alongside scholarly reflections, it is imperative to focus on the determinants of the

efficacy of an international sanction.

United Nations Security Council Resolutions

The success of international sanctions depends largely on UNSC resolutions, which
provide crucial instructions and guidelines.5? In this regard, the UNSC has several
roles to play. Firstly, the UNSC should make clear definitions and provide precise goals
of the sanctions in the drafting of the resolutions, such as mentioning the target to
promote regional peace, to convict and deter violations of human rights in any form,
to make a clear prohibition on nuclear proliferation, or any other goal.>® Secondly, the
UNSC should make clear specifications as to the target groups, entities, or individuals
on whom the sanction applies the most, stating their activities leading to the sanction

in order to reduce the generality and breadth of the sanctions to avoid adverse effects
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on innocent civilians.>* Thirdly, the UNSC should establish effective monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms in the sanctioned regions in order to directly and immediately
assess the impact of the sanctions to adjust its approach over time and ensure that
the sanctions are resulting in the intended effect.>® Additionally, the UNSC should work
in close proximity with regional organisations to develop measures tailored to regional
contexts. This would also help the Council to seek additional resources to support the
implementation of the sanctions, including funding for monitoring and evaluation, as
well as technical support.®¢ Hence, the clarity and enforceability of these resolutions
are key factors in determining the effectiveness of sanctions, exerting pressure on
Syria and Yemen to address conflicts, and human rights violations, and work towards

peaceful resolutions.®’

International Cooperation

The efficacy of sanctions is highly dependent on the cooperation of international
organisations and entities as they can play a vital role in pressuring the targeted entity
to comply with the demands of the international community.58 It is professed that when
a group of countries or international organisations join together to impose sanctions
on a state, it creates added pressure on the targeted state or entity making it difficult
to resist the demands of the international community.5® Moreover, it affects the costs

of sanctions for individual states, making it feasible for the supporting states to sustain
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12, 2023. https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5133-secondary-
sanctions-civil-and-criminal-penalties-circumvention.

55 Tom, “Sanctions, Retortions and Countermeasures”.

56 Tom, “Sanctions, Retortions and Countermeasures”.

57 David, “United Nations Intervention”, 115-39.

58 Justine Walker, “The Public Policy of Sanctions Compliance: A Need for Collective and

Coordinated International Action”, International Review of the Red Cross 103 no. 916-917
(January 2021): 705-16. doi:10.1017/S181638312100093X.

59 Tom Ruys, “Immunity, Inviolability and Countermeasures — A Closer Look at Non-UN Targeted
Sanctions”, in The Cambridge Handbook of Immunities and International Law, ed. Tom Ruys,
Nicolas Angelet, and Luca Ferro (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019): 670-710.
doi:10.1017/9781108283632.034.


https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5133-secondary-sanctions-civil-and-criminal-penalties-circumvention
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5133-secondary-sanctions-civil-and-criminal-penalties-circumvention

over time.®® Furthermore, international cooperation plays a vital role in sharing
intelligence to identify the vulnerabilities of the sanctions as well as to provide
assistance in terms of humanitarian or diplomatic support to reduce the negative and
unintended impact on civilians.6? Hence, enhancing international cooperation
surrounding Syria and Yemen has the potential to significantly augment the
effectiveness of the sanctions imposed on these countries, amplifying their impact in

addressing conflicts, and human rights violations, and fostering peaceful resolutions. 62

Timing and Duration

Timing and duration of sanctions play another key role in the success of a sanction. In
this regard, circumstances including the degree of vulnerability, economic status,
political condition, and diplomatic behaviours are to be considered.83 Additionally, the
duration of the sanctions should be controlled considering their effect on civilians and
their humanitarian implications.%* Hence, by optimizing the timing and duration of
sanctions, and implementing them in a manner that minimizes humanitarian suffering
among the general population unrelated to the conflicts, the effectiveness of the
imposed sanctions on Syria and Yemen could be greatly enhanced, achieving their

intended goals more efficiently.65

Conclusion

Through a critical analysis of the effects of sanctions imposed on Syria and Yemen,

this paper concludes with three key determinants of the effectiveness of sanctions in
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resolving armed conflicts. In the case of Syria, sanctions were imposed by several
countries and international organisations in response to the country's civil war and
human rights abuses.® These sanctions targeted the Syrian government and its
supporters, as well as individuals and entities involved in the conflict.” In Yemen,
sanctions were imposed in response to the conflict between the government and
Houthi rebels. Like Syria, these sanctions also targeted individuals and entities
involved in the conflict, as well as the Yemeni government.68 The effectiveness of
these sanctions is a subject of debate, with some studies suggesting that the sanctions
had limited impact on the conflict whereas others argue that they contributed to the

pressure on the respective governments to engage in peace talks.%°

Hence, as a tool used by the international community to pressure countries to change
their behaviour, the subject of sanctions requires further extensive research and case
analysis. This is to consider that sanctions may play a pertinent role in resolving
conflicts, but they cannot be considered a magic solution and their impact depends on
multiple factors, including the nature of the conflict, the type of sanctions imposed, and
the target country's willingness to change behaviour.’® This paper particularly
emphasises the role of the UNSC in issuing resolutions for the sanctions, the necessity
of international cooperation among the states and the timeliness and duration of the
sanctions. After all, the purpose of imposing sanctions under international law is not
to inflict harm on the civilian population by impeding their access to essential goods or
subjecting them to inhumane economic conditions, but rather to impose limitations and

barriers on specific entities for violating their obligations under international law.

66 Clara, “The EU Sanctions against Syria”, 154-55.

67 Clara, “The EU Sanctions against Syria”, 156-57.

68 Martin, “Naval Blockade and Humanitarian Crisis in Yemen”, 297-306.
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