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Brief Report

The Syrian Regime’s Chemical Attacks on Khan Sheikhoun 
and Douma Remain with No Accountability for Five Years

Russia Is Practicing the Same Tactics in Ukraine Which It Has
Practiced in Syria Concerning Chemical Weapons

The Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR), founded in June 
2011, is a non-governmental, independent group that is considered 
a primary source for the OHCHR on all death toll-related analyses 
in Syria.
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I. Five and Four Years Respectively Since the Chemical Attacks on Khan Sheikhoun and 
Douma, and More Entrenchment of the Culture of Impunity

The current period marks two tragic anniversaries for Syrians, namely the fifth anniversary of the Syrian 
regime’s chemical weapons attack on Khan Sheikhoun city on April 4, 2017, and the fourth anniversary of 
the Syrian regime’s chemical weapons attack on Douma city on April 7, 2018. 
On the Khan Sheikhoun attack, the Syrian Network for Human Rights’ (SNHR) team documented the 
deaths by suffocation of 91 civilians, including 32 children and 23 women (adult female), and the injury of 
about 520 individuals, when the regime used chemical weapons against Khan Sheikhoun city in Idlib gov-
ernorate on April 4, 2017, with the team also subsequently recording the deaths of 39 civilians, including 
10 children and 15 women (adult female), and the injury of about 550 individuals, when the regime used 
chemical weapons against Douma city in Damascus Suburbs governorate on April 7, 2018.

The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic (COI) has confirmed 
the Syrian regime’s responsibility for both the Khan Sheikhoun and Douma attacks; the Organization for 
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) also confirmed the events of the chemical weapons at-
tacks in both Khan Sheikhoun and Douma, though without identifying the perpetrator of these attacks; 
the Joint Investigative Mechanism (JIM) established by UN Security Council Resolution 2235 of August 
20151 confirmed the Syrian regime’s responsibility for the Khan Sheikhoun attack only, with Russia having 
used its veto to end the JIM’s mandate before the Douma attack took place.2

 

II. Russia Supported the Syrian Regime’s Use of Weapons of Mass Destruction, As Inter-
national Concern Grows Over Their Possible Use in Ukraine

The Syrian regime’s repeated use of chemical weapons in hundreds of attacks and its impunity for 11 
years, all took place enabled by total Russian protection and sponsorship; Russia is directly involved in the 
Syrian regime’s concealment of large quantities of chemical weapons on the grounds that it is a party to 
the Russian-US agreement in September 2013, as well as a guarantor of the Syrian regime’s destruction 
of all its chemical weapons. In addition, Russia, after every new use of chemical weapons by the Syrian re-
gime, has not taken any punitive measures against the regime, but rather again resorts to denying those 
attacks and returns to accusing the OPCW, as it did after the publication of the OPCW Investigation and 
Identification Team’s second report3, which confirmed the Syrian regime’s responsibility for the Saraqeb 
attack on February 4, 2018, and identified the Tiger Forces’ responsibility for leading this chemical attack, 
with the Tiger Forces directly backed by Russia, making Russia a partner in contributing to this chemical 
attack, rather than just being, as before, a logistical and military backer with political cover and absolute 
protection in the Security Council. This explains the extent of Russia’s desperation in distorting the results 
of the report, politically, and in the media through ‘yellow press,’ paid journalists, trying to discredit the 
investigators, and asking pro-Russian countries to vote against the OPCW’s resolutions.

1  Security Council Resolution 2235 (August 7, 2015), S / RES / 2235
2 United Nations, Security Council, 8105th meeting, vote on a draft resolution extending the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism for 12 months, https://undocs.org/en/S/PV.8105 
United Nations, Security Council, 8107th meeting, vote on a draft resolution extending the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism for 30 days, https://undocs.org/en/S/PV.8107 
3OPCW, Investigation and Identification Team’s second report, https://www.opcw.org/sites/default/files/documents/2021/04/s-1943-2021%28e%29.pdf
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According to our database, Russia has provided direct military support to the Syrian regime in at least 
three chemical attacks, by deliberately targeting medical centers near the sites of the attacks with air 
raids carried out by the Russian Air Force. This happened either prior to or after the attacks, with SNHR 
also documenting Russian forces targeting the roads used by paramedics, making it difficult to provide 
aid to the injured.
 
Russia is a party to the conflict in Syria and is involved in war crimes and crimes against humanity, 
and its veto in the Security Council paves the way for it to continue its crimes:
Russia’s use of its UN Security Council veto was deliberate, with Russia using its veto on three occasions4 

to terminate the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism (JIM) at the end of 2017, since the JIM 
had the authority to identify the perpetrator of the chemical attacks carried out on April 4 that year in 
Khan Sheikhoun. A year after this attack, on April 7, the Syrian regime carried out the chemical attacks 
on Douma city in Damascus Suburbs. Russia also vetoed a draft resolution calling for an investigation 
to determine who used chemical weapons in Douma.5 The following chart shows six Russian vetoes 
against draft resolutions related to the use of chemical weapons in Syria, distributed in light of the 
most notable chemical attacks carried out by the Syrian regime:

4  UN Security Council, draft resolution to renew the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism for a further one year, submitted on October 24, 2017, 
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N17/343/71/pdf/N1734371.pdf?OpenElement 
UN Security Council, draft resolution to renew the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism for a further one year, submitted on November 16, 2017, 
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N17/387/83/pdf/N1738783.pdf?OpenElement 
UN Security Council, draft resolution to renew the mandate of the Joint Investigative Mechanism for a further 30 days, submitted on November 17, 2017, 
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N17/390/76/pdf/N1739076.pdf?OpenElement 
5   UN Security Council, draft resolution to launch an independent mechanism of investigation for one year, submitted on April 10, 2018,

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N18/102/34/pdf/N1810234.pdf?OpenElement 
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Russia uses the same tactic in Ukraine and Syria:
On February 24, 2022, Russian forces invaded 
Ukraine, attacking an independent, sovereign state, 
headed by a democratically elected government. We 
have noticed that the Russian forces have increased 
the intensity of their brutal attacks to a level close to 
that seen in their attacks in Syria.

On March 16, 2022, during a press conference, Ma-
jor General Igor Konashenkov, spokesman for the 
Russian Defense Ministry, said, “We know for sure 
that with the support of Western countries, the 
Ukrainian Security Service is preparing a provoca-
tion with the use of toxic substances against civil-
ians.” On the 19th of the same month, he said at a 
press conference, “Nationalists are plotting provo-
cations in Ukraine involving toxic substances.” On 
the same day, the Russian official TASS news agency 

quoted Mikhail Mizintsev, chief of Russia’s National Defense Management Center, as saying “For these 
ends, they have placed containers with toxic chemicals in the building of a secondary school, which 
will be exploded when Russian forces approach the settlement.”

On Tuesday, March 22, 2022, Russia’s First Deputy Permanent Representative Dmitry Polyans-
kiy said following a closed session of the UN Security Council, “The Russian Federation have never 
planned or carried out strikes against any Ukrainian facilities where toxic substances are stored 
or produced.” He added, “It is clear that the Ukrainian nationalist authorities encouraged by the 
Western countries will stop at nothing to intimidate its own people and stage false-flag attacks to 
accuse Russia.”

These accusations by Russia remind us of the identical tactics it used in Syria, in many of the chemical 
attacks launched by the Syrian regime, which paved the way for it to launch such attacks elsewhere, 
by accusing the opposition, the White Helmets, or extremist organizations of preparing chemical 
attacks, with the aim of creating confusion. 

The most prominent example that exposes Russia’s practices in Syria is seen in its actions following 
the chemical attack in Douma on April 7, 2018, when Russian forces, before conducting any investiga-
tion, and even before they entered the city, denied the occurrence of any chemical attacks, but then 
changed their earlier statements as they hinted through the statements of Vasily Nebenzya, the Rus-
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A child suffocated as a result of an air chemical attack carried out by the Syrian regime on Douma city in Eastern Ghouta, 
east of Damascus Suburbs governorate - April 7, 2018

sian representative to the UN Security Council, on the evening of April 9, when he claimed that the armed 
opposition forces had carried out the attack that Russia earlier denied had even happened.

Russia once again changed its narrative of events when Aleksandr Shulgin, Russia’s representative at the 
Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, stated on April 16, 2018, that the Russian special-
ists who visited Douma did not find a single witness or affected patient in hospital, and could identify no 
traces of chemical munitions.
 
On the same day, the Russian Sputnik Agency published a report contradicting Shulgin’s statement, which 
claimed that the Russian forces had discovered a laboratory for the manufacture of chemical weapons, 
which the report said was affiliated with the Jaysh al Islam faction.

Three months later, Russia gave a misleading image of the OPCW’s work, with the Russian Embassy in 
The Hague holding a press conference on July 12, 2019, in which it sought to distort and deny the facts of 
the use of chlorine gas in Douma city attack in April 2018. Russian officials presented testimonies from a 
number of local residents in the city, with these testimonies challenging the OPCW’s report,6 which con-
firmed the use of toxic gases in the city.
 

III. 222 Chemical Attacks Documented on the SNHR Database and the Direct Responsi-
bility of the Commander of the Army and Armed Forces, Bashar al Assad, for Chemical 
Weapons Attacks in Syria

SNHR has documented a total of 222 chemical attacks in Syria since the first attack using chemical weap-
ons documented by SNHR on December 23, 2012, up until April 7, 2022, with approximately 98% of these 
carried out at the hands of Syrian regime forces, and nearly 2% of them at the hands of ISIS. These 
attacks and the resulting deaths and injuries are distributed according to the perpetrator party as 
follows:

A. The Syrian regime carried out 217 chemical attacks on Syrian governorates since the first attack using 
chemical weapons which was documented by SNHR on December 23, 2012, until April 7, 2022, which col-
lectively resulted in the deaths of 1,510 individuals, distributed as follows:

6  OPCW, Interim Report of the OPCW Fact-Finding Mission in Syria Regarding the Incident of the Alleged Use of Toxic Chemicals as a Weapon in Douma, Syrian Arab Republic, on April 7, 2018, 
https://www.opcw.org/sites/default/files/documents/S_series/2018/en/s-1645-2018_e_.pdf 
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• 1,409 civilians, including 205 children and 260 women (adult female).
• 94 Armed Opposition fighters.
• Seven Syrian regime prisoners of war who were being held in Armed Opposition prisons.
These chemical attacks also injured 11,080 individuals, including five Syrian regime prisoners of war who 
were being held in Armed Opposition prisons.

B. ISIS carried out five chemical attacks since its establishment on April 9, 2013, until April 7, 2022, all of 
which were in Aleppo governorate, and which collectively injured 132 individuals.

The attacks were distributed according to the UN Security Council resolutions on the use of chemical 
weapons in Syria as follows:

A. The Syrian regime has carried out 217 chemical attacks, distributed according to the Security Council 
resolutions as follows:

First: Prior to Security Council Resolution 2118 of September 27, 2013: 33 attacks.

Second: After Security Council Resolution 2118 of September 27, 2013, to date: 184 attacks.

Third: After Security Council Resolution 2209 of March 6, 2015: 115 attacks.

Fourth: After the formation of the United Nations Mechanism and Security Council Resolution 2235 of 

August 7, 2015: 59 attacks.

B. ISIS carried out five chemical weapons attacks all in Aleppo governorate, which constitute a breach of 
Security Council Resolutions 2118, 2209, and 2235.

The Direct Responsibility of the Commander of the Army and Armed Forces, Bashar al Assad, for 
Chemical Weapons Attacks: 
The Syrian regime is very centralized, and any huge undertaking such as moving and using chemical 
weapons cannot be carried out without the knowledge and approval of the head of the regime, Bashar al 
Assad, who is at the same time the Commander-in-Chief of the Army and the Armed Forces. Indeed, it is 
not possible to carry out actions far smaller than this without his knowledge and approval. International 
Humanitarian Law takes into account the hierarchical nature of the armed forces and the discipline im-
posed by leaders and holds commanders criminally responsible on the personal level, not only for the ac-
tions and breaches they have personally committed but also for the actions committed by their subordinates7. 
This relation of the head of the regime with its senior officials and the very strict and centralized chain of 
command all mean that the head of the Syrian regime Bashar al Assad and his senior leadership officials 
are all directly involved, through the use of chemical weapons of mass destruction, in committing viola-
tions that amount to crimes against humanity and war crimes against the Syrian people.
With regard to the use of chemical weapons, the Commander-in-Chief of the Army and the Armed Forces, 
his deputy, the Director of the Air Force, the Air Intelligence Department, the commanders of military 
airbases and the squadron directors and brigades of the Republican Guard, in addition to the directors 

7   ICRC, customary international humanitarian law, Rule 152, https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule152
ICRC, customary international humanitarian law, Rule 153, https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule153
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of scientific research units bear the greatest responsibility for the use of this weapon. SNHR’s database 
dedicated to documenting individuals involved in committing violations of international humanitarian 
law and human rights law in Syria since 2011, includes data on thousands of these Syrian regime person-
nel, their positions and on the most prominent violations they committed that we have documented, and 
we work continuously to update this database whenever new details emerge; this exhaustive and detailed 
data indicates the involvement of at least 387 prominent regime army and security officers, civil and 
military personnel in research and scientific studies centers which specialize in providing and supplying 
chemicals used militarily in Syria, who are accused of ordering or carrying out chemical weapons attacks 
in Syria. We note that the implementation of the attacks in which chemical weapons were used was car-
ried out according to a complex and highly coordinated operation involving some brigades of the regime 
army, mainly the Republican Guard brigades, the Air Force, and a number of security services, mainly the 
Command of the General Military Intelligence Division, the Command of the Air Intelligence Division, and 
the National Security Office, along with the Center for Scientific Studies and Research, mainly Institute 
1000 and Branch 450. In our report issued on August 21, 2021, entitled “The Eighth Anniversary of the 
Largest Chemical Weapons Attack by the Syrian Regime against Syrian Citizens in the Two Ghoutas of 
Damascus, Still Without Accountability”, we have provided details of some of the most prominent of the 
Syrian regime individuals involved in the use of chemical weapons, in preparation for exposing them and 
placing them on international sanctions lists, 

IV. Conclusions and Recommendations
It had been assumed that, after the United Nations and the OPCW’s accurate and highly credible inves-
tigations, the UN Security Council would move to take all forms of active measures, including the impo-
sition of economic, political, and military sanctions, against the Syrian regime, which has violated all the 
relevant Security Council resolutions - Resolution No. 2118 of September 27, 20138, Resolution No. 2209 
of March 6, 20159, and Resolution No. 2235 of August 7, 201510; this has not happened to date, however, 
even after the passage of five and four full years respectively since the two attacks, with the families 
and friends of the civilians who were killed and injured still waiting for justice and accountability for the 
perpetrators.
The international community must prevent the recurrence of its mistakes that allowed unspeakable evil 
to be perpetrated against civilians in Syria, in order to prevent the repetition of such horrors in Ukraine, 
and must correct the catastrophic mistakes that occurred in the chemical weapons file in Syria, starting 
with the promises of the ‘red line,’ and including remedying the lack of any accountability for the Syrian 
regime and its Russian ally.

8  Security Council Resolution 2118 (September 27, 2013), S/RES/2118
9   Security Council Resolution 2209 (March 6, 2015), S/RES/2209
10  Security Council Resolution 2235 (August 7, 2015) S/RES/2235
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