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Syria’s Chemical Arsenal 

A U.S.-British Row over Assad’s Weapons? 

by Wyn Bowen and Matthew Moran 

 

n 2012, a year into the 
Syrian civil war, U.S. 
president Barack Obama 

and British prime minister 
David Cameron became in-
creasingly concerned about 
Syria’s large chemical 
weapons arsenal. They 
feared President Bashar 
Assad might use his 
weapons internally, transfer 
them to a third party, or lose 
control of them altogether. 
In August of that year, 
President Obama made his 
now famous “red line” state-
ment, warning of “enormous 
consequences” if Assad 
were to use them.1 Cameron 
and other Western leaders publicly seconded Obama’s warning. 

Later that year, reports of small-scale use of chemical weapons trickled in. 
The West failed to  respond, and in August 2013, the regime launched a major at-
tack on the Ghouta area east of Damascus, killing more than 1,400 people. A U.S.-
led military operation against Syria’s chemical weapons facilities seemed likely, and 
there were good reasons to believe that Britain would support its transatlantic ally in 
holding Assad to account and seeking to deter future chemical use. Yet events took  

                                                 
1 President Obama, White House, Washington, D.C., Aug. 20, 2012.  

I

Since the end of the Cold War, London has stood with Washington 
against the proliferation and use of weapons of mass destruction. 
From the disarmament of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq to the Iranian 
nuclear threat, British governments have been dependable partners 
for U.S. administrations.
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Chemical Weapons Crisis, 
2012-13 

In August 2012, Obama 
declared,  

A red line for us is we start 
seeing a whole bunch of 
chemical weapons moving 
around or being utilized. That 
would change my calculus. 
That would change my 
equation.4  

A month earlier, Washington had 
received reports that the Assad regime 
was “preparing to use chemical 
weapons against the opposition, or 
transfer them to the terrorist 
organization Hezbollah.”5 And while 
the prospect of Assad attacking his 
own citizens with chemicals had not 
figured prominently in U.S. thinking 
prior to this point—Syria’s chemical arsenal 
had generally been viewed as a strategic 
deterrent against Israel—the possibility that the 
regime would lose control of these arms or 
transfer them to external actors had concerned 
the Obama administration since the early days 
of the conflict. No doubt, that was on the 
president’s mind when his unscripted remarks 
later dominated coverage of his response to the 
Syrian conflict. 

When Cameron spoke to Obama on a 
telephone call, they agreed that the use of 
chemical weapons was “completely un-
acceptable” and that would “force them to 
revisit their approach so far.”6 The Western 

                                                 
4 President Obama, White House, Washington, D.C., 

Aug. 20, 2012.  

5 Ben Rhodes, “Inside the White House during the 
Syrian ‘Red Line’ Crisis,” The Atlantic, June 3, 
2018.  

6 The Times (London), Aug. 23, 2012.  

position was bolstered further by French 
president François Hollande, who drew his own 
red line and said that deploying chemical 
weapons was a “legitimate cause for direct 
intervention.”7 As allegations of Syrian 
chemical weapons attacks gained momentum, 
Cameron doubled down. In April 2013, he said,  

There is growing evidence … of 
the use of chemical weapons, 
probably by the regime. It’s 
extremely serious, this is a war 
crime … I think what President 
Obama said was absolutely right. 
This should form, for the 
international community, a red 
line for us to do more.8  

                                                 
7 “Déclaration de M. François Hollande, Président de 

la République, sur les défis et priorités de la 
politique étrangère de la France, à Paris le 27 
août 2012,” XXème Conférence des 
Ambassadeurs, Paris, Aug. 28-29, 2012.  

8 BBC News (London), Apr. 26, 2013.  

In August 2012, Obama declared that Assad’s use of
chemical weapons would be a “red line.” British prime
minister David Cameron agreed that the use of these
weapons was “completely unacceptable.” 
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During this period, Britain coordinated 
closely with its French and U.S. allies as they 
sought to determine where and how chemical 
weapons were actually being used. It was no 
easy task. The scale and source of the attacks 
were not yet clear. In hindsight, it appears 
that the Assad regime hoped to terrorize  
the opposition while maintaining plausible 
deniability. Using small-scale, primitive mun-
itions meant that early attacks were difficult to 
attribute, and falsely accusing the opposition of 
using the weapons convinced enough people to 
prevent a united, determined response to 
Assad.  

The major sarin attack on rebel-held 
Ghouta brought the issue to a head on August 
21, 2013. The death toll was far higher than 
from any prior chemical weapons attack in 
the conflict, breaking with the pattern of 
small-scale use and suggesting that Assad’s 
forces had tossed caution over the side. From 
a Western perspective, the Ghouta attack 
fundamentally changed the equation. Gen. 

Martin Dempsey, chairman of the 
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, described 
the situation this way:  

Militarily, his force has 
been at war now for two 
years. It is tired. They 
were having an extra-
ordinary difficult time 
clearing neighborhoods 
because of apartment 
complexes and so forth. It 
consumes a military force 
to clear an urban setting. 
And so he took the 
decision to clear it using 
chemicals.9  

Responding to  
the Ghouta Attack 

The Ghouta attack was such a 
flagrant breach of the U.S. red line 

that it could not be ignored or tolerated as 
previous attacks had been. For many 
observers, Washington’s credibility was on 
the line, and failure to act would have 
implications for U.S. power and influence 
not only in Syria but elsewhere.10 In the 
week or so after the attack, senior U.S. 
officials signaled that a punitive military 
strike was now on the table. Mere days after 
the attack, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel 
said the United States had “moved assets in 
place to be able to fulfill and comply with 

                                                 
9 Gen. Martin Dempsey, “Proposed Authorization to 

Use Military Force in Syria,” Committee on 
Armed Services, House of Representatives, 
113th Congress, 1st sess., Washington, D.C., 
Sept. 10, 2013, HASC no. 113-55, US GPO, 
2014.   

10 See, for example, The New York Times, Aug. 22, 
2013;; Mark Mardell, “Obama’s thick red line on 
Syria,” BBC News, Aug. 22, 2013. 

Tom Evans

Following the Ghouta chemical attack in August 2013,
Prime Minister Cameron seemed firmly aligned with the
Obama administration’s position, agreeing that Assad’s
escalation merited a “serious response.” 
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a delay. The U.N. team had arrived 
in Syria on August 18. It was not 
there to seek an indictment. Rather, 
it was there to determine whether or 
not chemical weapons had been 
used prior to the Ghouta attack.17 In 
her memoirs, Samantha Power, 
then-U.S. ambassador to the U.N., 
writes,  

The presence of the UN team 
caused Obama to delay the 
US military operation he 
hoped to launch on the night 
of August 25th. Every day 
for the next five days, Obama 
would ask me, Susan [Rice] 
or John Kerry, whether Ban 
[Ki-Moon] had withdrawn 
the flawed mission, so that  
he could order the planned 
strikes. And each day, one  
of us would report to the 
President that the UN 
investigators remained in 
Damascus. Obama was seeth-
ing with frustration.18  

It was not until August 30, the day after 
the House of Commons vote, that the U.N. 
secretary general told the Obama admin-
istration that his team had found “convincing 
proof that sarin gas had been used” at Ghouta 
and that they would be leaving the next 
morning. 19 

During the days following the Ghouta 
attack, Downing Street received little 
information as the White House weighed its 

                                                 
17  BBC News, Aug. 18, 2013.  

18 Samantha Power, The Education of an Idealist 
(London: William Collins, 2019), p. 373. 

19  Ibid. 

options.20 Cameron had been willing to 
support a rapid U.S. response, but he found 
himself in a difficult position as the U.S. 
timetable slipped. While nobody doubted the 
likelihood of a U.S. strike, Cameron felt that 
he could not avoid putting the issue before 
Parliament.  

The legacy of the 2003 invasion of Iraq 
weighed heavily on him, as did the rising 
expectation that Parliament ought to be 
consulted on questions of war and peace. 
Prime Minister Blair had consulted 
Parliament, after all, before deploying British 
forces in Iraq, and it was “the first example 
in modern times of prior parliamentary 
approval having been sought and granted” 
for military action.21 As such, it was 

                                                 
20 Anthony Seldon and Peter Snowden, Cameron at 

10: The Verdict (London: William Collins, 
2015), p. 332. 

21 Claire Mills, “Parliamentary approval for military 
action,” Commons Briefing Paper 7166, House 
of Commons Library, London, May 8, 2018, p. 
14. 

President Obama came close to ordering a military strike,
but the presence in Syria of U.N. chemical weapons
inspectors caused a delay. Obama’s hesitation arguably
influenced the British response.
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engagement in Syria. Indeed, much of the 
commentary during that time focused on his 
obvious reluctance to enforce his own red 
line.  

Second, Cameron was prepared to 
authorize British involvement but felt he had 
no choice but to take the issue to Parliament 
as the U.S. plan for taking military action 
failed to be prosecuted rapidly enough. 
Prevarication in Washington led to more of 
the same in London.  

Third, this rupture in counter-pro-
liferation cooperation was short-lived. Most 
notably, in April 2018, the Assad regime 
carried out another chemical weapons attack 
east of Damascus in Douma, and Prime 
Minister Theresa May made an executive 
decision to deploy British military forces 
alongside their U.S. and French counterparts. 

In hindsight, then, it is important not to 
exaggerate the Ghouta episode as signifying 
a deeper deterioration in the British-U.S. 
counter-proliferation partnership.  
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