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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

International aid to Syria is at an inflection point. As the number of Syrians 
in need continues to rise a decade into the conflict, the Assad government 
continues to use aid to reward its allies and punish its adversaries. The Syrian 
government has grown increasingly skilled at turning humanitarian assistance 
into a political instrument. Consequently, global efforts to support the Syrian 
people increasingly have the effect of politically and financially strengthening 
the Syrian government—the same government that is responsible for the suf-
fering of millions of Syrians and the exile of millions more. Adding billions of 
dollars in aid to the current system will not save Syria; instead, it will entrench 
the government and nefarious actors, ensuring millions of Syrians, desperately 
in need of assistance, continue to suffer. 

The Syrian government has succeeded in turning international concern for the 
misery of its people into a profit center. It skims, diverts, and redirects assistance 
to its own purposes, both in areas it controls and by shaping international access 
to areas it does not. As international donors increasingly seek to support Syria’s 
recovery, they do so without addressing the myriad evaluations and reports 
noting the systematic manipulation of the aid system. 

Humanitarian assistance has never been able to address problems that are 
essentially political. However, the limits of humanitarian assistance do not 
absolve aid agencies or donor governments from the need to understand the 
ways in which humanitarian aid influences the political environment and vice 
versa. In order to have any leverage to operationalize humanitarian principles 
and maximize the gains of assistance for Syrians, donor governments must 
incorporate aid into a larger strategy for Syria and the region. Donors have a 
responsibility to come together to shape a step-for-step process to ensure that 
aid gets to all those in need and not fall into the hands of warlords. Failing to 
do so will perpetuate instability. 

The international response to Syria’s crisis needs to focus on four principle axes:

1. The aid community must put a greater emphasis on informed action. 
Donors must make it a greater priority to understand where aid is go-
ing and to whom, and they need to conduct a rigorous and contextual 
evaluation of the challenges to assistance from the community to the 
country level. 

2. Donor governments with a stake in Syria should engage in more con-
sistent and conscientious diplomacy and negotiations. They need to 
negotiate on behalf of the aid sector in northwestern and northeastern 
Syria, and they need to negotiate collectively with the Syrian govern-
ment and outside powers to prevent interference in the aid response 
and secure ceasefires. There is also an important role to be played 
with neighboring countries on cross-boundary issues such as water, 
security, and refugees. As donor governments engage diplomatically 
with the government in Damascus, they need to realize that as long 
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as it remains in power, many refugees may never feel safe enough to 
return; the current government does not want them to.

3. In areas where humanitarian principles and safety can be secured, the 
humanitarian community must put a greater emphasis on resilience, 
which would improve communities’ abilities to withstand shocks to the 
emergency aid response. Such support is particularly important in the 
northwest and northeast, where millions of war-weary and displaced 
persons face bleak futures without this assistance. That said, there are 
legitimate concerns that “early recovery” assistance could effectively 
build state capacity and entrench demographic reengineering. Such 
efforts should be informed by the aforementioned comprehensive 
evaluation of the response and the social context of programming.

4. Donors must work much harder on the facilitation of aid. While sanc-
tions and counterterrorism measures serve an important purpose, not 
only can they hamstring the provision of assistance, but they often 
increase the power of sanctioned actors. More direct assurances to 
banks or even creating a banking channel for aid and harmonizing 
regulations among donor governments, while ensuring due diligence 
to ensure that suppliers and partners are not involved in human rights 
violations, can ease these burdens. 

The Syrian government’s continued manipulation of humanitarian aid will 
entrench the deprivation and oppression that started the war, prolonging in-
stability and displacement far into the future. While aid alone cannot fix Syria, 
conscientious investments in human security through the steps suggested 
here can alleviate suffering and give a traumatized population hope. If donor 
governments are able to break the rising pattern of abuse, the positive influ-
ence of donors and the benefits to the Syrian people would be enormous. If 
they are unable or unwilling to do so, the failure will haunt the Syrian people 
for decades to come. 
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fter more than a decade of conflict, Syria 
continues to draw billions of dollars in 
international assistance every year. The 
aid sustains hundreds of local nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) and 
civil society groups that have emerged 

to implement and deliver assistance to Syrians in need. 

And yet, life for millions of Syrians feels ever more hope-
less. More than half of the Syrian population has been 
forced from their homes, and few see much likelihood of 
return any time soon. Millions of children have grown up 
knowing nothing else but this conflict, and many of them 
do not remember ever being in a proper school. For hun-
dreds of thousands, makeshift shelter offers little respite 
from fatally frigid winters. Clean water is often scarce, 
sewage systems are rudimentary where they exist at all, 
and farmland lays fallow. 

When the conflict in Syria started more than a decade ago, it 
captured the world’s attention. Videos of Syrian government 
atrocities shot around the internet. Photographs of skeletal 
children, victims of the government’s sieges, appeared on 
front pages. Images of the victims of chemical weapons 
attacks, lined up in neat rows and wrapped in blankets, 
were etched into collective memories. The world rushed in 
assistance and counted the days until the Assad government 
would fall. Aid was perceived as just a stopgap. Syria soon 
would move on to its post-Assad reconstruction, and the 
world would join in.

Yet, the opposite has happened. The suffering in Syria has 
dragged on, and the Assad government has grown more 
secure in its rule. The government had always been good 
at diverting assistance to serve its own purposes, but it 
grew even more effective. For a decade, the government 
has manipulated aid deliberately and effectively in order 
to reward loyalists and punish alleged dissidents. Gov-
ernment-affiliated aid organizations grew to dominate 
the response. What had never been intended to be more 
than an improvised and short-term assistance mission 
morphed into an enduring source of Assad government 
revenue. Advocacy organizations and the United Nations 
commissioned countless evaluations and reports on the 
problems with the aid response, but to little effect.

Today, the situation in Syria is at an inflection point. The 
Syrian government is consolidating its internal control, 
and it is re-engaging with the world without accepting 
any reforms in the political and humanitarian arenas. In 

the process, it is using the international aid effort to help 
advance its political goals and surveille the population. 
Millions of Syrians inside and outside of the country 
remain in dire need of humanitarian assistance, and that 
need is set to rise. 

But separating that assistance from the Syrian government’s 
broader political project is a puzzle. Those that understand 
the depths of that exploitation feel helpless to counter it. 
As one high-ranking UN official said of the Syria response, 
“How do you untangle 10 years of manipulation?”1 As the 
donor community looks forward, that is precisely the task 
before it today.

The contributions of Western donor governments have 
amounted to over $40 billion since 2011, with the Euro-
pean Union contributing $25 billion and the United States 
another $13.5 billion.2 Canada pledged $3.5 billion to Syria 
and the region between 2016 and 2021.3 Yet, despite 10 
years of generous assistance, every part of the country is 
suffering. Meanwhile, donor fatigue is setting in and Syria 
is competing with emerging crises elsewhere in the world.4

The aid picture in Syria varies by area of control. The chal-
lenges to providing principled assistance in each area are 
neither equal nor the same. In northern and eastern Syria, 
which are largely beyond Syrian government control, donor 
governments and the aid community have more leverage 
to close gaps in coverage and reduce interference in the 
aid response. However, risk aversion amid continued local 
conflict volatility and persistent uncertainty overshadows 
donors’ clear need to help communities cover their basic 
needs and become more resilient. In government-held 
areas, challenges to the response are more entrenched. 

These challenges have culminated in a grim outlook for 
Syria and regional stability for the foreseeable future. 
Food security is under threat of complete collapse in the 
northeast—Syria’s breadbasket—due to plummeting wheat 
harvests. Around 12.4 million Syrians now struggle to find 
a meal, over a 50 percent increase between 2020 and 2021.5 
In the opposition-controlled northwestern corner of the 
country, the Russian and Syrian governments constantly 
threaten 4 million people with airstrikes, wiping out crit-
ical civilian infrastructure and any hope for stability. Even 
with current levels of aid, one out of three children under 
five suffers from stunted growth in northwestern Syria.6 
Non-state armed groups and state-sanctioned groups have 
taken advantage of the lawlessness to pillage their way to 
prominence. In government-controlled areas, the regime 

A
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continues to punish and deprive those living in formerly 
opposition-held areas. In the meantime, as the economy 
collapses, needs have drastically increased across the 
population, creating a new class of people dependent on 
aid. If the borders were opened tomorrow, millions more 
would spill across, fleeing relentless insecurity, hunger, 
and a devastating drought.

At the UN Security Council, Russia and China have already 
shut down three of the original four border crossings that 
allowed UN agencies to coordinate and fund assistance 
without the permission of the Syrian government. If Russia 
vetoes the United Nations’ right to use Bab al-Hawa—the 
last UN mandated border crossing, serving northwestern 

Syria—the entire UN response will be funneled through 
Damascus. Such an event would imperil millions in north-
western Syria, as the Damascus-based government has 
withheld aid to civilians in opposition-held areas throughout 
the conflict as a military tactic. 

Across northern and eastern Syria, the persistent possibility 
of the Syrian government’s return or another offensive 
hangs heavy over the response and impedes a shift to 
assistance that makes communities more resilient and 
less dependent on aid. Residents in northeastern Syria are 
now moving into displaced persons camps—not to escape 
conflict but to meet their basic needs. Islamic State cells 
continue to sleep and strike, taking advantage of commu-
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nities’ insecurity and deprivation. Waiting for an elusive 
hard end to the conflict does not solve ongoing challenges 
in the response or help to meet the population’s needs. 

The donor community needs to adopt a more sustainable 
approach to assistance. Doing so in a principled and effective 
way will require a far more comprehensive policy for aid 
to Syria. Untangling Syrian government manipulation and 
ensuring that aid reaches the Syrian people requires greater 
engagement from donor governments. As one shelved 
internal UN report noted, “humanitarian partners alone 
cannot overcome the political obstacles that hamper the 
timely and effective delivery of assistance.”7  

This paper articulates the current challenges to the aid re-
sponse and describes how a more comprehensive approach 
can yield better outcomes. Each chapter will delve into 
challenges to aid programming in the three major areas 
of control: the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)-controlled 
northeastern and eastern part of Syria, opposition-controlled 
northwestern Syria, and Syrian government-controlled 
areas. By providing a snapshot of how aid is administered 
in each area and how de facto authorities facilitate, manip-
ulate, or divert aid, each section will assess the strategic 
consequences of the status quo. 

The siloed nature of the response requires input from a 
wide variety of stakeholders to assess the real impact of 
these matters on the response and verify that information 
from a number of sources. The author attempts to start 
this process, having conducted multiple interviews and 
five workshops with over 130 local and international aid 
workers, access negotiators, analysts, third-party monitors 
(TPMs), donor government representatives, and UN officials.

Aid cannot bring Syria to a just or acceptable political solu-
tion. It is not supposed to. However, a more holistic approach 
to aid and diplomacy can reverse damaging patterns and 
address donors’ long-term interests. Donor governments 
working with allies in the region have the opportunity and 
an interest in making their $40 billion investment pay off 
for the Syrian people, but time is running out.

The challenges described here are not insurmountable, but 
they will require stamina to overcome after more than a 
decade of war. Addressing these gaps will seal in the gains 
of assistance for Syria’s people, improving their futures 
and encouraging stability in Syria and beyond its borders. 
Failing to address these problems does not merely threaten 
the Syrian peoples’ hopes but may bring the entire region 

to the brink of despair, creating intractable challenges well 
into the future. 

METHODOLOGY
This paper is based on author interviews conducted be-
tween August 2020 and December 2021 with over 130 
UN officials, aid practitioners, analysts, field monitors, 
diplomats, and mediators involved in the Syrian conflict. 
These interviews are verified and complemented by five 
workshops conducted with aid workers, analysts, and UN 
officials on aid challenges throughout Syria; desktop re-
search of project evaluations; open-source documents and 
databases; internal reports that the author gained access 
to; and existing literature on the topic. This research was 
complemented by previous work in the humanitarian field 
in Syria and interviews with civil society activists, local 
governance actors, and aid workers. Due to the sensitivity 
of the work, nearly all interviewees preferred to remain 
anonymous so that they could speak more frankly. Their 
position and affiliation to the response are noted.
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riving into northeastern Syria from the 
Iraqi border, the nodding heads of oil 
pumps punctuate the rocky landscape. 
As a country, Syria is relatively resource 
poor. But to the extent that the land can 
be coaxed to produce wealth, much of 

it comes from the northeast. Around 70 percent of Syria’s 
wheat production and oil resources lie in this territory.8

But while the region has historically generated wealth 
for the government, the government has done little to 
reciprocate. In fact, the Syrian government neglected and 
mismanaged the area for decades. Disastrous agricultural and 
economic policies, combined with a record-setting drought 
from 2006 to 2009, shook the region.9 As more farmland 
lay fallow, unemployment surged and other economic 
sectors began to struggle. By 2010, UN agencies estimated 
that over 300,000 people migrated from the northeast and 
that Syrians had deserted between 60 and 70 percent of 
villages in the governorates of Hassakeh and Deir ez-Zor.10

One civil society activist from the northeastern city of Raqqa 
viewed the area’s habitual neglect with dark humor. After 
surviving a grim period in which the Islamic State proclaimed 
his hometown as its capital and imposed an austere and 
harsh version of Islamic law on its inhabitants, he said, 
“ISIS [Islamic State] made my city famous. They made us 
a capital city. No one cared or knew about us before then.”  

Today, a decade of war has exacerbated the region’s long-
standing patterns of drought and displacement. Agricul-
tural production has nearly collapsed. But in the wake 
of the defeat of Islamic State forces in 2019, the region 
also has drawn widespread international engagement. 
The local Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) control most 
of the region, but clusters of Turkish, Russian, American, 
and Iranian soldiers also dot the landscape. The SDF has 
partnered with U.S forces in the fight against the Islam-
ic State since 2014. Dozens of local and international 
relief groups provide assistance. Millions of dollars flow 
into the area not only to the population but also to keep 
extremist groups at bay. Even so, the scars of years of 
Islamic State control—and the battles to end it—remain 
fresh. Infrastructure has been shattered, tens of thou-
sands of children were either partially educated under 
the Islamic State’s curriculum or not at all.11 Makeshift 
oil refineries and dilapidated oil infrastructure pollute 
the air and precious water, ravaging the environment and 
the population’s health and livelihoods.12

Uncertainty over the region’s political future clouds ac-
tions to shape its present. While the de facto governing 
authority (formally called the Autonomous Administration 
of North and East Syria, or AANES) is nominally diverse, 
Kurds connected to the Democratic Union Party (PYD), 
with its own ideological affiliations with the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), effectively control it. Both Turkey 
and the United States consider the PKK to be a terrorist 
group, and Turkey has launched a ground offensive and 
occupied territory in the northeast to counter what it 
perceives as a threat to its national security. As Turkey 
seeks to eliminate PKK influence from northeastern Syria, 
rumors abound that the AANES might make a deal with 
the Assad government to contain the possibility of further 
Turkish interventions. 

Aid actors have a fine line to walk. They must avoid alien-
ating any of the myriad actors who maintain a patchwork 
of influence and control in the area, remaining alert to the 
possibility that U.S. forces could withdraw, despite Biden 
administration statements of intent to remain, or that the 
AANES could accommodate the Damascus government to 
stave off another Turkish incursion. As a result, many relief 
efforts are short-term and opportunistic.

Though the AANES seeks to regulate relief work in the area, 
many of the more remote parts of the region are beyond its 
grasp due to insecurity and tensions with local communities. 
The United Nations’ operations in the northeast are espe-
cially fraught. UN officials cannot easily work with NGOs 
or the AANES for fear of upsetting the Syrian government, 
which considers entities operating outside its control as 
threats, terrorist entities, or both—even if those entities are 
humanitarian organizations and health facilities. It means 

D

ISIS [Islamic State] made my 
city famous. They made us a 
capital city. No one cared or 
knew about us before then. 
Civil Society Activist
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that many of the United Nations’ activities are carried out 
at arm’s length, creating gaps and inefficiencies. 

It is hard to stabilize the area without investment, and it is 
hard to invest without a clearer sense of who is in control 
now and who will be in control in the future. While the 
region has the resources to contribute to a stronger Syria, 
aligning the politics to do so remains a remote prospect. 

AID RESPONSE TODAY
Even with literal and figurative land mines strewn through-
out the region, international aid workers consider SDF-con-
trolled areas to be more conducive to programming than 
many other parts of Syria. Though there are significant 
capacity issues in terms of infrastructure and human 
resources, as well as insecurity especially in Deir ez-Zor 

and along frontlines, attaining approvals from donors and 
local authorities tends to be easier than in other parts of 
the country. Still, the aforementioned issues and gaps in 
funding and coordination between different players are 
negatively impacting local communities. 

There are over 3 million people living in SDF-controlled 
areas today, with around 1.8 million in need of assistance, 
but the numbers of those in need of assistance are rising.13 
A critical shortage of water and electricity has increased 
the prevalence of water-borne disease and depleted wheat 
and barley harvests to an all-time low. In Hassakeh, hu-
manitarian agencies estimate that 2021 crop production 
was just 5 percent of 2020 yields in large parts of the 
province, devastating the livelihoods of 40 percent of the 
population that depend on agriculture and livestock.14 As 
the breadbasket of the country, water scarcity has impacted 
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food security for the rest of Syria. An NGO coordinator said 
they are starting to see alarming malnutrition figures.15 

Regional and ecological factors combined with donor 
limitations on infrastructural improvements restrict how 
much aid can achieve alone. Ten years of war, neglect, and 
an extended regional drought—considered the worst of its 
kind in 70 years—have devastated the region’s water and 
hydroelectric infrastructure and supply.16 However, Turkish 
control of numerous dams along the Euphrates and the 
Alok water station in Syria has also exacerbated water 
issues. The combined effects threaten drinking water for 
5.4 million people and electricity for over 3 million in the 
region.17 Humanitarian workers have noticed an increase 
in movement into internally displaced persons (IDP) camps 
due to poverty rather than conflict.18

Among the IDP camps, al-Hol and Roj are the most well 
known, housing those who fled Islamic State controlled-areas 
as the coalition took back territory. Despite diplomatic efforts 
to repatriate foreigners and SDF proclamations to return 
Syrians to their homes, al-Hol still houses nearly 60,000 
people, 90 percent of whom are women and children.19 An 
NGO administers the overcrowded camp, but conditions 
are dire and extortion and murder eclipse numbers seen 
in the most infamous murder capitals of the world.20

Aid organizations are limited in their capacity to address these 
complex issues in spite of a great deal of donor attention on 
the northeast and a more conducive operating environment 
for the aid community. Nearly 30 international NGOs, over 
210 local NGOs and civil society groups, and limited staff 
from UN agencies operate in this territory.21 Northeastern 
and eastern Syria is the only area of control where donor 
governments fund significant humanitarian and stabilization 
programming and, to a lesser extent, development work. 
The ultimate goals of donor governments’ stabilization 
assistance are to prevent the reemergence of the Islamic 
State by supporting reintegration of displaced persons and 
rehabilitating the area, including infrastructure, services, 
and social networks.22 While stabilization and humanitar-
ian work can be complementary, the lack of coordination 
between different actors makes it difficult to identify gaps 
and duplication in effort. As a result, in the words of one 
NGO worker, “no one knows what the other is doing.”23

The AANES has tried to regulate aid programming, but this 
oversight does not amount to planning and coordination 
for various efforts. Some donor governments and the Syrian 
government restrict NGOs and UN agencies’ work with the 

AANES—an unrecognized government entity—inhibiting 
more coordination and investment with local authorities.24 

That said, most humanitarian NGOs must, to some degree, 
coordinate with the AANES’s Humanitarian Affairs Office 
(HAO), which also includes around 10 local branches. The 
HAO registers NGOs and approves projects. A separate office 
for IDP affairs specifically oversees the administration of 
camps and informal settlements. The Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor 
Civil Councils also work with humanitarian and stabilization 
actors. At the more local level, NGOs often need to coordi-
nate with People’s Municipalities (baladiyat al-sha’biya) and 
the communes (kominat—the smallest administrative units 
according to the AANES’s governance structure).25

These AANES entities are strongest in Hassakeh governorate 
(close to the AANES leadership’s locus of power), followed by 
Raqqa, and are weakest in Deir ez-Zor.26 According to some 
in the sector, this has positive and negative outcomes for 
the aid response in these governorates. There are far fewer 
bureaucratic impediments in Deir ez-Zor. As one analyst 
put it, “You are not swimming in the soup of high- and 
mid-level cadres [persons affiliated with the PKK] who are 
in competition with one another.”27 However, the absence 
of a strong central authority creates risks for implementers 
on the ground.

The United Nations’ limited role in the region, due to 
Syrian government restrictions, has amplified gaps in 
the response, increasing the burden on NGOs. While the 
United Nations has offices in Qamishli in northeastern 
Hassakeh Province and conducts crossline shipments from 
government-held areas, UN officials are not able to openly 
work with NGOs on the ground or the AANES.28 However, 
this was not always the case.

In 2014, UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2165 
and subsequent renewals gave UN agencies a cross-border 
mandate to operate in partnership with northeast-based 
NGOs and without approvals from the Assad government. 
But in 2019, Russia and China vetoed the extension of 
the United Nations’ mandate to use al-Yaroubiya crossing 
from Iraq to northeastern Syria. This made UN agencies, 
already fearful of provoking Damascus’s ire, effectively 
beholden to the Damascus-based government, severely 
curtailing their ability to access populations, deliver 
needed supplies, and coordinate with implementers on 
the ground. The Syrian government views organizations, 
de facto governance bodies, and parts of the population 
in the northeast as “terrorists” and as infringing on its 
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sovereignty.29 Today, without the United Nations’ reliable 
procurement and transport capacity, aid organizations still 
struggle to maintain a stock of supplies and a cold chain 
for vital medications and vaccines.30 While UN agencies 
ship supplies crossline, both the quantity and quality of 
these shipments have been lacking.31 

In lieu of a UN-led coordinating and cluster structure, the 
Whole of Syria Strategic Steering Group mandated the 
Northeast Syria Forum (NES Forum) in 2017 to serve as 
a coordinating body for humanitarian NGOs operating in 
northeastern Syria.32 However, this mechanism has also 
created challenges. Without access to a donor pooled fund 
specifically designated for the northeast, the NES Forum 
struggles to get data on programming and funding from 
partners.33 Such data collection is always sensitive in Syria, 
and without the power of the purse, asking NGOs to volun-
tarily provide information necessary for mapping the needs 
and programs around the region has been problematic. The 
forum also does not have access to UN resources for mapping 
programming and needs.34 While the United Nations creates 
needs assessments for the area, NES-based NGOs say that 
the United Nations lacks the access and coordination with 
implementers to conduct such assessments.35 

Areas outside SDF-controlled territory in northeastern 
Syria pose their own set of challenges. The 120-km-long 
(75 miles) and 30-km-deep (19 miles) strip of Turk-
ish-controlled territory—called Peace Spring, after the 
2019 military operation to capture it—is inaccessible to 
aid agencies working in SDF-controlled areas and can 
be accessed solely through Turkey. Many of the original 
inhabitants remain in IDP settlements in SDF-controlled 
areas to this day.36 After the operation, Turkey installed 
new local councils for Tel Abyad and Ras al-’Ain, the two 
largest towns in this territory, which are subordinate to 
the Turkish province of Şanlıurfa, the assistant governor 
for the affairs of the Peace Spring region, and two Turkish 
officials—the so-called “governors” of Tel Abyad and Ras 
al-’Ain.37 Lack of coordination with the Turkish government 
and investment in this area inhibits leverage aid agencies 
and donor governments may have to shape the response 
in this area and negotiate with the Turkish government 
on the aforementioned water issues. 

Though some refugees and IDPs returned to Peace Spring 
areas, continued attacks on SDF areas by Turkey and Turk-
ish-backed factions are a constant reminder that a peaceful 
future is not certain, as multiple parties claim this land. 

Within the strip of territory, locals frequently complain 
about looting and extortion by armed groups, who primarily 
hail from other parts of Syria.38 NGOs also report that the 
presence of different competing armed groups and sporadic 
shelling inhibit their ability to reach SDF-controlled areas 
such as Manbij and Kobani. Rather than using the M4 
highway (essentially straddling frontlines) or the Turkish 
border crossing, NGOs must navigate a 12-hour circuitous 
and potentially dangerous driving route down secondary 
roads, stifling more NGOs from pursuing programming 
there.39 Such a journey also impacts contingency planning 
should aid workers need to extricate themselves quickly.

Compared to northwestern Syria, the security situation in 
the SDF-controlled northeast is relatively calm, allowing 
international aid workers far more freedom of movement. 
However, attacks on aid workers and AANES-affiliated per-
sons, especially in Deir ez-Zor by both unknown perpetrators 
and Islamic State cells continue to be a deterrent to more 
aid programming and a reminder that the current situation 
is tenuous. Tensions between different communities are 
mounting in an environment of scarcity. As the current 
relative stability to operate in the area is primarily predi-
cated on the U.S. military presence, hindering the Syrian 
military’s full return, the predicament for programming is 
how to move forward. Such uncertainty prevents donor 
governments’ and de facto authorities’ strategic invest-
ment in this long-neglected region. Aid workers fear that 
failure will exacerbate already serious humanitarian and 
security concerns.

CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES WITH 
THE AUTONOMOUS 
ADMINISTRATION OF  
NORTH AND EAST SYRIA
The AANES is as diverse as the region itself but retains, at 
the center of control, a cadre dedicated to the teachings of 
the PKK’s founder, Abdullah Ocalan. While Ocalan promotes 
a secular, decentralized government structure, the AANES 
has been reluctant to devolve real powers to Arab leaders. 

Though aid workers believe northeastern Syria is a rel-
atively permissive environment for humanitarian work, 
the difficulties that do arise are typically connected to 
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the core power imbalance between cadres and those not 
connected to the party’s ideology. Civil councils and local 
governance actors continue to be shadowed by these 
cadres, or PYD-affiliated advisers, who exercise outsized, 
if informal, authority. Arab civil society activists and Arab 
employees of local government structures believe these 
individuals retain effective control. 

This hierarchy has had varying impacts on aid operations. 
Civil society activists and NGOs believe that Kurdish areas 
are advantaged in competition for lucrative aid contracts. 
Aid work is particularly sought after in a region with low 
wages and diminishing job prospects. Early on, there were 
even instances of local fighters stripping aid workers of 
part of their salaries, failing to accept that they could earn 
so much more money than average government-salaried 
workers.40 The discrepancy in salaries affects the response 
in numerous other ways. Skilled and educated local workers 
gravitate toward NGO work and away from local governance 
positions, increasing the region’s economic dependence on 
the aid response and creating resentment among those who 
cannot get NGO jobs. This also increases the socioeconomic 
and entitlement gap between Arabs and Kurds. 

Perceived inequity in aid programming deepens mistrust 
between communities, limiting the effectiveness of proj-
ects that are meant to build bridges. When Kurdish-led 
organizations implement social cohesion projects between 
Arabs and Kurds, Arab participants say they often feel 
subjugated to Kurdish concerns. In some cases, training 
materials even contained Ocalan quotes, further alienating 

Arab and non-AANES-affiliated actors.41 Such a disconnect 
undermines the efficacy of these projects at best and creates 
social fissures at worst. 

Social cohesion projects alone will not solve all of the 
tensions between communities. Forced military conscrip-
tion into the SDF, the poor state of service provision, and 
the overall state of the economy in Arab-majority areas 
exacerbate hostility. SDF efforts to combat insecurity and 
corruption in Arab majority areas have often backfired, 
inflaming an already tense situation and providing succor 
to the Islamic State and the Syrian government as they 
seek to exploit this discontent.42 Such tensions demon-
strate the challenges faced by the AANES and SDF, which 
must balance anti-corruption, security imperatives, and 
the need for good governance against the need to remain 
in the good graces of these Arab-majority communities. 

While AANES and the HAO tend not to overtly interfere in 
aid programming, points of contention appear when aid 
programming is of a more political nature. The AANES has 
shut down civil society programs aiming to build dialogue 
between different members of the political spectrum. A 
State Department-supported civil society program with 
members of the Kurdish National Council (another Syrian 
Kurdish party) ended with participants getting expelled 
from the country.43 

Education has also become a major point of contention. 
In 2017, the AANES suspended the Syrian government 
curriculum and began to impose its own.44 The AANES 
hopes to legitimize its governing bodies as well as teach 
Syrian Kurdish, Kurdish history, and Ocalan’s teachings 
through its own curriculum. However, many community 
members favor the curriculum used in government-held 
areas, not out of any affection for it, but primarily because 
it is internationally recognized and, therefore, accredited. 
The lack of official recognition for its curriculum reflects 
the administration’s broader challenges with obtaining 
international recognition as a governance body. Though 
the administration in the northeast took control of state 
institutions there in July 2012, the Syrian state and other 
countries have not officially recognized it, amplifying the 
education dilemma. 

Efforts to enforce the curriculum have led to the arrest of teach-
ers and students using the Syrian government’s curriculum.45 
The administration has also forced teachers to serve in the 
SDF, which is part of a larger problem of forced conscription 
among Arabs who feel that they are being used as cannon 

As the current relative stability 
to operate in the area is primarily 
predicated on the U.S. military 
presence, hindering the Syrian 
military’s full return, the 
predicament for programming 
is how to move forward.
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fodder on the frontlines.46 In a region where children have 
suffered numerous interruptions to their education, community 
members are particularly incensed, fearing that their children 
will fall even further behind.47 Aid organizations noted that 
education programs have been delayed for months and then 
shut down.48 On top of these issues, ongoing complaints and 
protests over child recruitment by the SDF and other local 
forces exacerbate concerns for this generation.49

However, NGOs, for the most part, feel empowered to com-
bat instances of interference, taking a hardline with local 
authorities if necessary. Names may be added to beneficiary 
lists, but NGOs can typically mitigate such interference with 
appeals to higher officials. In 2021, local authorities began 
pressuring humanitarian actors to provide greater support 
to IDPs displaced by Operation Peace Spring, or access would 
be cut off from al-Hol camp.50 However, when humanitarian 
actors confronted the AANES, the leadership was contrite.51 

Issues still emerge but the effective negotiating stance of 
NGOs and U.S. leverage on the AANES tend to mitigate the 
greater obstacles witnessed in other parts of the country.52 
As one NGO noted, their U.S. donor has “resolved problems 
for them” in the past.53 In fact, some donor governments 

Syrian Kurds carry a large portrait of Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) leader Abdullah 
Ocalan as they demonstrate in Qamishli on June 10, 2021. 
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wished that the U.S. government 
would extend this clout for the 
benefit of non-U.S. funded pro-
gramming as well.54 

While there can be bureaucrat-
ic delays and controversy over 
certain sectors, nearly all NGOs 
noted that they could get access 
to areas, implement projects, and 
conduct needs assessments and 
evaluations with relative ease. 
One stabilization actor even noted 
that they were able to negotiate 
on the controversial education 
sector, establishing a self-learn-
ing curriculum now adopted in 
schools all over Raqqa, Deir ez-
Zor, and Tabqa.55 

The larger issue than individual 
instances of diversion or corrup-
tion is the lack of an integrated 
and coordinated plan for the area. 
For example, tackling issues in the 
water sector typically includes 
supporting water pumping ca-

pacities of selected communities rather than managing 
the larger scarcity issue in a more comprehensive and 
sustainable way. With limited resources and local gover-
nance and implementation partners that do not necessarily 
represent community interests, NGOs often arbitrarily 
choose certain beneficiaries over others. The effect is that 
“Sometimes you are changing the power dynamics in a 
community because you inadvertently prefer one tribe or 
another.”56 This problem extends to other sectors as well, 
ensuring that there are gaps in the response and further 
exacerbating tensions in the area. More community-based 
contextual analysis can help assess how programs are 
impacting the region.

It will take more than social cohesion programs to solve 
these issues. Aid workers note that more assistance is 
needed to lift communities out of poverty and prevent 
flashpoints. And the AANES is not necessarily the obsta-
cle to making this happen even in Arab-majority areas. 
In fact, the AANES has, at times, widely publicized aid 
programming in Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa to improve its 
relations with these communities and its broader le-
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gitimacy.57 Lack of funding, insecurity, and corruption 
tend to be the main impediments to assistance in these 
areas. Outside of the humanitarian aid response, many 
still question how the AANES spends its revenues since 
its budget is not shared.58

While donor governments may not have a clear vision 
of what the future of governance will be in the region, 
resolving these core issues cannot wait. Environmental 
and development problems threaten a collapse in food 
security and will have long-term consequences. Based on 
the Syrian government’s attitude toward the region, pre- 
and post-conflict, things are unlikely to improve if the 
Syrian government fully returns to the area.

THE OUTSIZED INFLUENCE  
OF THE SYRIAN GOVERNMENT
A colossal photo of Bashar al-Assad with the words “Political 
Security Branch of Hassakeh” written below hangs over the 
town of Qamishli. Though the area is largely under SDF 
control, Syrian government troops maintain a presence. 
However, the smattering of Syrian military checkpoints 
and government offices in the northeast is not indicative 
of the Assad government’s outsized influence—direct and 
indirect—in the region.  

Indirectly, discourse on eventual Syrian government return 
curbs the power and legitimacy of local governance actors 
and inhibits a longer-term aid response. With wavering 
U.S. commitment and Turkish attacks in the northeast, the 
AANES must be prepared for all contingencies, the most 
important being reluctant or forced reconciliation with the 
Syrian government. Such uncertainty undoubtedly lessens 
the leverage the United States or any donor government 
has on the AANES to tackle corruption, social cohesion, 
and Islamic State pockets in areas further from Hassakeh. 
The same holds true for Arab communities, which must 
hedge their bets for any future political reality. 

The Syrian government has directly impacted the response 
by creating pockets of insecurity for NGOs in the area, even 
detaining aid workers who walked into government-con-
trolled areas for months.59 Most NGOs simply avoid these 
government pockets in Hassakeh, Qamishli, and between 
Ain Eisa and Tel Tamr.60 

UN agencies, however, cannot avoid the Syrian govern-
ment. UNSCR 2504, the compromise resolution that 

closed al-Yaroubiya to UN use, forced UN agencies to get 
approvals from Damascus for their work in SDF-controlled 
areas and inhibited their ability to effectively coordinate 
with other governance and aid actors in the areas. The 
UN offices, based in Qamishli, need to get approval from 
a Syrian government-aligned governor, who is not always 
forthcoming.61 Likewise, the Aleppo director of health, 
cited as a strong Assad government loyalist, has restricted 
access to areas such as Manbij and Kobani.62 These imped-
iments mimic common obstacles for crossline assistance 
throughout the conflict. 

The effects have negatively impacted the quality of the 
humanitarian response. UN agencies’ relationship with 
Damascus has, in particular, affected the health sector. 
One of the starkest examples happened as Covid-19 en-
tered northeastern Syria for the first time. The region is 
considered to have the weakest healthcare in the country. 
The Syrian government did not allow for the distribution 
of PCR machines to the area until April 2020, meaning 
PCR samples needed to be sent to Damascus for analysis.63 
However, when samples from the northeast were sent to 
Damascus for testing, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
did not report positive results for nearly two weeks. By that 
time, the patients had already died.64 As one worker from 
a health-focused NGO noted, “This is a bridge too far. If 
[the WHO] were worried about the government, they could 
have at least sent us the results through informal channels. 
We had to get this information from a lab technician.”65 

As the vaccines are rolled out across the country, issues 
remain. In the first phase of the vaccine rollout in February 
2021, northeastern Syria received only 1 percent of the 

Based on the Syrian government’s 
attitude toward the region, 
pre- and post-conflict, things 
are unlikely to improve 
if the Syrian government 
fully returns to the area.
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1.02 million doses allocated to Syria.66 Today, while the 
WHO celebrates receiving nearly 30,000 doses in north-
eastern Syria, the reality is more complicated.67 The Syrian 
government doled out vaccines based on demand rather 
than prioritizing healthcare workers. This effectively meant 
that only those who did not fear arrest by the government 
were vaccinated, not frontline workers. The government 
also refused to allow for those receiving the vaccine to 
remain anonymous. Some used fake names and did not 
return for the second dose. In fact, 60 percent of people 
who received the first dose did not return for a second 
dose in the northeast. Instead of compromising on privacy 
issues, the government opened a second round of first 
doses while closing the possibility of a second dose for 
those who had already received the first dose.68 

Reportedly, the WHO has also not applied for the “human-
itarian buffer”—a 5 percent reserve of Covid-19 vaccines 
offered by Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, meant for people 
in conflict zones or humanitarian settings who cannot 
be reached by government vaccination campaigns. Aid 
workers in the northeast say the lack of a reliable cold 
chain after the closure of al-Yaroubiya and the United 
Nations’ reluctance to upset Damascus have impeded the 
application for the buffer.69 NGOs have also been forced 
to find their own PCR testing supplies, running out of 
materials every three months or so and scrambling to find 
and transport them to the area. Healthcare workers say the 
WHO should be responsible for sending these supplies, but 
the organization has not done so.70 Some fear that the lack 
of coordination and restricted resources further inhibits 
visibility on the spread of the virus, putting a vulnerable 
region at greater risk.

UN crossline aid shipments to the northeast have also 
been problematic. They are often sent directly to local 
authorities without any monitoring, accountability, or 
acknowledgment of the needs.71 Along the way, items have 
been removed from shipments or have been distributed 
haphazardly. In 2020, trauma kits sent to the northeast 
were missing contents, rendering them useless. The United 
Nations sent intensive care unit (ICU) beds to a hospital 
with no plans to create an ICU, and incubators to a hos-
pital in Tabqa without informing the NGO managing the 
maternity ward. In other cases, the United Nations deemed 
some facilities were reached with aid even when the aid 
delivered amounted to only a couple of disposable hospital 
gowns and shoe covers.72 As one donor representative said, 
“The response can’t just be about volume but also quality. 

The United Nations tends 
to bury the quality of the 
response in number of tons. 
Donor Representative

It can’t just be Panadol. The United Nations tends to bury 
the quality of the response in number of tons.”73 Another 
healthcare coordinator noted that they receive incomplete 
trauma kits when what they really need for the region are 
non-communicable disease kits, which she estimates are 
just 2 to 5 percent of the kits they receive crossline. As she 
put it: “The government wants to keep supplies for itself 
and choke the [AANES] into submission.”74 

On top of these ubiquitous examples, moving supplies from 
Damascus to northeastern Syria entails extensive approvals 
and circuitous transport, delaying shipments and increasing 
costs associated with aid distribution.75 The unreliability of 
crossline shipments makes the region extremely vulnerable 
since northeast-based NGOs are unable to fill the gaps on 
their own. They lack an emergency pooled fund for the 
northeast, resources to maintain contingency stocks, and 
an adequate cold chain.

In other instances, the United Nations has left gaps in the 
response, especially in camp settings, saddling NGOs with 
the burden without enough warning or funding. For exam-
ple, the World Food Programme (WFP) waited six weeks 
to tell northeastern Syria-based NGOs that they would not 
be able to serve 40,000 households for two months.76 In 
2021, the United Nations did a rapid needs assessment of 
the Serekaniye and Washokani camps, concluding that they 
did not need to serve them because NGOs could respond.77 
This leaves many NGOs frustrated, as they are encouraged 
by donor governments to move away from a camp response 
but are then forced to expand their camp presence when the 
United Nations is unable to do so. As one NGO director said, 
“INGOs can’t fill this gap in two weeks. When the United 
Nations writes these pooled funding appeals, I just wish 
they would emphasize to donor governments that [north-
eastern Syrian] NGOs don’t have access to these funds.”78 
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An ongoing point of contention 
between NGOs and UN agencies 
answering to Damascus is the 
exaggeration of the United Na-
tions’ access and programming, 
which tends to be limited to gov-
ernment-controlled pockets. As 
one education NGO stated, “the 
regime is holding UNICEF hos-
tage, and it is unable to meet 
the need. And we see that gap 
but can’t fill it because the UN 
is supposed to.”79

The Syrian government does not 
control the area, but it has made 
its intentions known. While the 
government would likely prior-
itize revenue-generating infra-
structure and investment in the 
region (to ensure better extraction 
of resources such as oil), it is un-
likely to invest the profits in the 
region’s people or allow for NGOs 
to continue to operate relatively 
unimpeded. Their restrictions on UN agencies and closures 
of NGOs operating in formerly opposition-held areas 
elsewhere provide some preliminary evidence. Without 
greater foresight in shaping the humanitarian response to 
help correct the government’s behavior, a long-neglected 
population will be taken to the brink once again.

STRATEGIC CONSEQUENCES  
OF THE STATUS QUO
Funding limitations and uncoordinated assistance further 
widen the gap between met and unmet needs in the north-
east. The uncertainty over the region’s political future is 
impeding more holistic investments, catapulting the popu-
lation toward an economic and agricultural collapse. These 
issues cannot wait for a concrete, universally acceptable 
end to a conflict, which may never come. 

The current environment is open to greater assistance. 
While there are numerous challenges to the aid response in 
northeastern Syria, from security issues to corruption, most 
aid workers noted that the area was the most conducive 
environment for aid programming in Syria. In part, this is 

because humanitarian and stabilization actors felt empowered 
to raise concerns with AANES offices and local authorities. 
While such negotiations were not always successful, they have 
contributed to increasing humanitarian space. Most of those 
interviewed believed that donor governments, especially in 
collaboration with the United States, have the leverage with 
local authorities to elicit an even more permissive approach. 

The uncertain future of the region impedes better planning 
and long-term thinking around assistance. The response 
in the northeast is stymied by the decision from Western 
donor governments to avoid reconstruction in Syria without 
an accompanying political transition for Syria. That limbo, 
however, keeps donor governments from pursuing a more 
comprehensive strategy aimed at enhancing water, energy, 
and telecommunications infrastructure, or even regional 
negotiations over water and oil resources. Watching help-
lessly as more people move into IDP camps, one humani-
tarian worker said, “If calling that assistance ‘stabilization’ 
or ‘development’ funding is too politically complicated, call 
it ‘early recovery’ or whatever you need to.”80 

The consequences of failing to fill this gap have consid-
erable humanitarian and security implications. Islamic 
State cells continue to find refuge on both the SDF- and 

A Kurdish fighter helps a Syrian child to board a truck at the Kurdish-run al-Hol camp 
after being released from the camp to return to their homes on October 28, 2020. 
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If the objective is to prevent 
terrorism or ISIS 2.0, our 
programming doesn’t match 
that. It doesn’t address 
the core problems. 
Syrian NGO Worker

government-held sides of the Euphrates and regularly 
conduct attacks. The organization has shown a growing 
capacity to adapt to changing military and social realities 
by feeding off of communities’ insecurity. Some analysts 
suggest that Islamic State cells may be waiting for a full 
U.S. withdrawal to bounce back.81

Humanitarian and stabilization actors fear that the narrow 
strategy of donor governments will destabilize the region 
over the near to long term. Many argue that ongoing ef-
forts to reintegrate the families of Islamic State fighters 
are ineffective or nonexistent.82 As one stabilization actor 
said, “If the objective is to prevent terrorism or ISIS 2.0, 
our programming doesn’t match that. It doesn’t address 
the core problems. In our education program, we are not 
allowed to target the children of ISIS fighters. Thousands 
of children in al-Hol camp are picking up garbage, and 
there are no programs to address drop-out children. There 
might be some small pilot projects, but it isn’t enough.”83 

No one knows how long the United States will stay and, 
therefore, how long the Syrian and Russian militaries 
will be kept at bay. For dozens of NGOs and stabilization 
actors, such an outcome would be the end of program-
ming. While poor services, the deteriorating economy, 
and growing unemployment rates are fueling grievances 
within communities and the AANES, it is unlikely that 
the return of the Syrian government to the area would 
resolve such problems. 

Allowing gaps to persist runs counter to the stabilization 
and humanitarian goals of Western donor governments. It 
also serves as a constant reminder to local governance actors 
and the population that their security is not guaranteed, 
risking any gains made in the aid response.
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OPPOSITION-
CONTROLLED AREAS
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 patchwork of worn white and blue tents 
stretches for miles in northwestern Syria. 
For months every year, floods and win-
ter storms turn the small gaps between 
their tents into mud. Elsewhere, IDPs 
turn heaps of scrap wood and metal into 

informal settlements housing multiple families. The more 
fortunate take up shelter in crowded cities and towns, 
where rents have skyrocketed. Northwestern Syria hosts 
nearly 4 million people, two-thirds of whom were forcibly 
displaced to this last bastion of opposition control in Syria. 
Unable to live in government-controlled areas or smuggle 
themselves across closed international borders, the people 
living in this L-shaped pocket are literally backed into a 
corner. They have nowhere else to go, and there is little 
in the local economy to help them sustain themselves. 

In a country where many have known despair, the popula-
tion in the northwest has known despair more than most. 
According to a recent survey, 80 percent of displaced people 
in the northwest have been displaced at least six times, 
and some have been displaced up to 25 times.84 Staving off 
another government offensive and creating more reliable 
sources of income are their near-term hopes, but they 
know that even this is uncertain. As Wafiqa, a mother 
and teacher originally from a town outside Damascus 
now living in Idlib, said, “Even without war and without 
shelling, economic conditions are dire. There’s no money, 
and unemployment is terrible. I just hope there is less 
shelling and airstrikes.”85

Ten years into the war, northwestern Syria is increasingly 
dependent on a tenuous ceasefire and unreliable emergency 
assistance. A more long-term approach for securing safety 
and supporting the resilience of communities is needed. 
But uncertainty and constant crises have thwarted a more 
robust and thoughtful approach to challenges. 

Despite a shaky Turkish-Russian ceasefire agreement to 
prevent a major Syrian government offensive that entered 
into force in March 2020, the area has been subject to 
some of the most intense aerial bombardment by Syrian 
and Russian forces in the country. Those attacks continue 
to this day. Thousands of Turkish soldiers sprinkled along 
frontlines are blocking another Syrian military offensive, 
but it is unclear how long this will last. At the same time, 
Russia, a permanent member of the UN Security Council, 
continues to threaten the renewal of the United Nations’ 
mandate to deliver and coordinate aid cross-border from 

Turkey. As a result, every few months, precious and dimin-
ishing aid resources are shifted toward a frenzied effort to 
prepare for a potential end to UN assistance and to advocate 
for the United Nations’ role to remain. The next deadline 
for the extension of the mandate arrives on July 10, 2022. 
Rather than being subject to the needs of the population 
and the efficacy of the aid modality, the essential UN 
cross-border mandate will once again be subordinated to 
Russian political motivations.

In addition to the constant uncertainty posed by Russia’s 
diplomatic and military attacks, the consolidation of 
governing bodies in the northwest affiliated with Turkey 
and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) has also impeded more 
sustainable solutions to the humanitarian crisis. Turkey’s 
military campaigns to take territory in northern Syria, 
especially Afrin, displaced tens of thousands of people.86 
International condemnation of Turkey’s intervention in 
Afrin and concerns over a de facto annexation of Syrian 
territory curtailed greater UN and donor engagement in 
the area. Likewise, the designation of HTS as a terrorist 
group reduced the willingness of aid agencies and donor 
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governments to engage with the group and its Syrian 
Salvation Government to more comprehensively protect 
humanitarian space and move past life-saving humanitarian 
aid. In fact, most donor governments have ceased nearly 
all stabilization assistance in northwestern Syria.87 

Donor restrictions on NGO contact with authorities in 
these areas had another unintentional consequence. They 
discouraged NGOs from reporting the challenges they faced, 
as any reports of interference could result in donors ending 
assistance. Many local aid workers fear the legal, financial, 
and even physical dangers of trying to negotiate with HTS 
one-on-one, and they fear donors will punish them for the 
concessions they make in those negotiations. While some 
donor governments have accepted this reality and provid-
ed NGOs with greater license to manage their operations 
alongside designated groups, all donor governments have 
not. These risks hindered efforts to collectively negotiate 
for more humanitarian space. In the meantime, Turkey and 
HTS have tightened management over the local economy 
and aid in their respective areas of control. 

Another consequence of donor regulations is the region’s 
heightened dependence on the tenuous UN cross-border 
mandate. Many donor governments continue to believe it 
is too risky to fund local NGOs directly in Syria, although 
local NGOs carry out the majority of aid implementation in 
the northwest.88 Should the United Nations lose the ability 
to fund and supply these organizations, aid programming 
and the organizations’ very existence would be jeopardized.  

Continued aerial attacks on the northwest and sustained 
threats to the UN cross-border mandate remind the re-
gion’s traumatized population that its future is in limbo. 
In the meantime, de facto authorities have filled the gaps, 
capitalizing on the propensity of donor governments and 
the aid community to react to crises rather than prepare 
for a new phase of the conflict. These challenges will have 
long-term ramifications for security and stability.

AID RESPONSE TODAY
As people from all parts of Syria cobble together a make-
shift existence on this land, social networks obliterated, 
humanitarian aid is often their only respite. The response 
to meet the needs of the population in northwestern Syria 
is enormous but still lacking. Constant violence, large 
displaced populations, and surging Covid-19 cases have 
stretched the aid response to its limit. 

In 2019, the Syrian and Russian militaries launched an ag-
gressive military offensive. The Turkish military eventually 
countered the assault with a surprisingly effective display of 
force in March 2020, but not before nearly a million people 
were permanently displaced, and the northwestern pocket 
lost much of its arable land.89 Families left with what they 
could in freezing temperatures, finding refuge on the muddy 
ground of olive groves or against ancient ruins to buffet the 
winter winds.90 Finding adequate shelter for the displaced 
continues to strain a humanitarian response coping with 
Covid-19 and an economic downturn. By October 2021, 
Covid-19 rates were soaring. Hospital beds and intensive 
care units (ICUs) were reaching full capacity, and personal 
protective equipment, medical supplies, and oxygen were 
running out.91

As a result of these compounding factors, the number of 
people in need increased from 2.8 to 3.4 million people 
between 2020 and 2021.92 Of the people in this territory, 
75 percent depend upon the United Nations to meet their 
basic needs, and cross-border operations reach nearly 85 
percent of them every month.93 As one NGO worker said, 
“the economic downturn has given more importance to the 
NGO community. People would kill for a food basket now.”94

As the UN cross-border mandate perpetually faces the 
chopping block, hostage in the Security Council to Rus-
sia’s veto, the need for the mechanism is greater than 
ever before. While the cross-border response predates the 
passage of UNSCR 2165 in 2014, allowing UN agencies to 
provide and coordinate assistance with NGOs cross-border, 
the resolution allowed the cross-border response to grow 
with UN support as needs rose in tandem.95 Though it is 
difficult to parse out exactly how much overall aid funding 
there is for northwestern Syria given the myriad of actors 
and donors, it is possible to make estimates regarding the 
amount of UN aid involved. The UN Syria Cross-border 
Humanitarian Pooled Fund (SCHF) provided around $190 
million in 2020, making it the largest cross-border pooled 
fund in the world.96 Adding UN bilateral funding and in-
kind donations to the SCHF, UN assistance alone stood at 
over $400 million in 2020.97 

The lack of stabilization or early recovery aid has also in-
creased dependence on emergency life-saving assistance. 
The region once benefitted from significant stabilization 
funding, allowing local councils and civil society organiza-
tions to build capacity and coordinate with aid organiza-
tions. But in 2018, the Trump administration stopped $230 
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Permanent Forced Displacement to Northwestern Syria

Source: Based on author’s original research and analysis. Please reference the figure resources section for additional information.
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million in funding for Syria’s stabilization projects, except 

for assistance to the Syrian Civil Defense (internationally 

known as the White Helmets). The 2018 Turkish military 

capture of Afrin and the 2019 HTS consolidation of power 

in Idlib hampered other donor governments’ stabilization 

programming as well. While some stabilization support 

continues, it is very limited.

In the meantime, the Turkish government and HTS have 

developed their own governance structures to regulate 

assistance. Turkey maintains control over areas captured 

during its military operations—Euphrates Shield and Olive 

Branch—through Turkish provincial governments and the 
Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD).98 
Aid organizations must obtain a permit from the Turkish 
government to work in the area, and only NGOs registered 
in Turkey can grant employees reliable mobility between 
Turkey and Syria.99 To do so, organizations must register with 
the Turkish provincial government corresponding to the 
location in which they intend to implement programming. 
For work in western sub-districts such as A’zaz, Suran, and 
Mare’, aid actors register with the local government in Kilis, 
Turkey. Work permits for eastern sub-districts are obtained 
from Gaziantep and from Hatay for Afrin. Once permission 
is secured, NGOs must continue to coordinate on project 
implementation with the relevant Turkish provincial gov-
ernment or the Syrian municipal council department.100

In HTS-controlled parts of Idlib and western Aleppo, the 
Syrian Salvation Government (SSG), established in Novem-
ber 2017, manages aid work.101 NGOs operating in the area 
typically register with the SSG’s Ministry of Development 
and Humanitarian Affairs and obtain a permit for each 
project. Usually, NGOs are required to sign a memoran-
dum of understanding (MoU) with local councils in areas 
where they operate. NGOs may also be obliged to appoint 
members to attend regular coordination meetings with 
the SSG.102 Because this might not align with some donors’ 
requirements or an NGO’s own rules, some organizations 
may try to circumvent the SSG.

Subject to these administrative structures are two and half 
million people that will likely never be able to return home 
as long as the Assad government remains in power. Yet, in 
the current situation, they also will not gain the stability to 
rebuild their lives. Efforts to do so are curtailed by de facto 
authorities, a devastated economy, and the ever-looming 
threat of attacks from pro-government forces. 

CHALLENGES WITH LOCAL  
AND TURKISH AUTHORITIES
Since the conclusion of the Euphrates Shield and Olive 
Branch operations, the Turkish government has dominated 
political, economic, and security dynamics in northern 
Aleppo province. Eager to make northern Syria livable for 
Syrians and secure for Turkey, the Turkish government 
heavily invested in the area. The Turkish government 
connected the area to the Turkish electricity grid, opened 
dual language schools, hospitals, and registered 500 Syrian 
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companies for cross-border trade.103 Residents also typically 
use Turkish cellphones and currency. 

The Erdogan government hopes to keep Syrians here who 
might otherwise escape to Turkey and even to boost Syrian 
refugee return. To do so, Turkey administers local councils 
(friendly to Turkey) and civil and military police forces. The 
military has also deployed thousands of Turkish soldiers 
to the northwest and formed an umbrella group of proxy 
forces called the Syrian National Army (SNA), composed 
of various Syrian opposition factions.104 Though the Syrian 
Interim Government (the governance arm of the Syrian 
National Council, which represents the opposition in in-
ternational negotiations) announced the establishment of 
the SNA in 2017, the armed groups, much like local councils 
in the area, are under Turkish supervision.

Turkish control has posed challenges to the aid response on 
both sides of the border. A 2016 coup attempt on President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan instigated a Turkish crackdown on 
perceived enemies foreign and domestic, including inter-
national NGOs (INGOs) working on the Syria response.105 
Many INGOs downsized or relocated, increasing dependence 
on the unreliable UN cross-border resolution. 

Since then, the Turkish government’s firm control over the 
local economy and the aid apparatus in northern Aleppo 
has also limited the presence of NGOs and longer-term 
foreign assistance. The legacy of Turkey and the SNA’s 
seizure of the area, particularly Afrin, which displaced 
134,000 to 200,000 mostly Kurdish people, raised grave 
housing, land, and property (HLP) issues for aid programs 
seeking to revitalize the local economy and agriculture.106 
Rights groups have also accused the SNA of human rights 
violations.107 The lack of a unified and coherent command 
and control structure exacerbates these issues, as factions 
compete for limited resources.108 

The Turkish government also limits greater international 
involvement. While the Turkish government knows that 
it cannot respond to all of the needs, it is still wary of the 
intentions and efficacy of INGOs. As one analyst noted, 
Turkey “thinks it can do a better job than the interna-
tionals.”109 This is, in part, why AFAD controls much of 
the aid distribution and programming in northern Aleppo 
and why deputy governors of Turkish provinces get final 
say over projects.110 Indeed, one of the main obstacles to 
greater international involvement in relief efforts is the 
strict parameters that the Turkish government and AFAD 
place on aid agencies.

NGOs and those involved in access negotiations believe there 
was a missed opportunity to push for greater humanitarian 
space after Turkey took control of the area. According to 
several sources, many NGOs had to stop working in these 
areas due to Turkish regulations. When the Russians closed 
the Bab al-Salameh crossing (serving northern Aleppo) to 
UN-funded assistance, Turkish control over the aid sector 
increased, as numerous NGOs had to stop working in areas 
previously served by the Bab al-Salameh.111 Rather than 
keeping up the pressure to deliver in these areas and work 
with the Turks to demand greater humanitarian space, many 
donors and aid agencies withdrew, allowing the Turks to 
monopolize the aid response. 

This has allowed Turkish-backed SNA factions and local 
councils to interfere with programming as well. SNA fac-
tions have reportedly demanded services in return for aid 
or tried to add persons to beneficiary lists.112 Without an 
overarching mechanism for accountability and oversight, 
these violations can become increasingly exploitative and 
inhibit assistance aimed at boosting the local economy. 

It is the SNA’s increasing control over aspects of the 
local economy which could prevent the move to early 

A man points at his damaged tent following heavy snowfall 
at a camp for internally displaced people in Raju on January 
19, 2022. 
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recovery and the expansion of livelihoods assistance that 
the region so desperately needs.113 SNA control in Afrin, 
in particular, complicates assistance that could foster 
more resilience in communities. These groups often 
levy arbitrary taxes on various stages of manufacturing 
and agriculture, making it difficult for farmers to bring 
completed goods to market at reasonable prices. As one 
analyst noted, the groups control the olive oil presses 
and tax the oil. These taxes come in addition to whatever 
taxes the local council enforces, making it cost prohibitive 
to turn olive harvests, particularly famous in Afrin, into 
olive oil. Some families simply sell the olives for what-
ever they can get so they do not rot.114 And these issues 
do not even take into consideration the illegal seizure 
of some of this land from its original owners.115 While 
agriculture is an important livelihood in the area, such 
a moral hazard impedes greater international assistance 
in the sector.

Turkey is key to resolving many of these issues. The 
Turkish government has reason to keep these groups in 
check for the sake of security. For example, the Islamic 
State and Kurdish fighters bribe or smuggle their way 
into northern Aleppo to launch attacks.116 The stability 
of the region depends, in part, on SNA factions adhering 
to basic norms and finding more reliable livelihoods to 
support themselves.117

Negotiating with Turkey for greater humanitarian space 
and dealing with forced displacement concerns on both 
sides of the border will be essential. However, leverage to 
negotiate will be limited without more consistent high-level 
diplomacy with Turkey on Syria. While unpalatable for 
many Western governments, Turkey’s ability to temper or 
aggravate tensions across northern Syria is undeniable and 
has concrete ramifications for the aid response. 

Turkish troops are keeping the Syrian government and 
Russian forces at bay in the northwest, allowing for a 
modicum of security to the civilian population and the aid 
response. However, Turkish military guarantees may not 
outlast President Erdogan or extend to Idlib in the not-so-
distant future. Turkey’s lack of economic investment in 
Idlib—compared with northern Aleppo province—indicates 
the limits of Turkey’s capacity and, perhaps, foreshadows 
its strategic intentions. Turkey may seek to trade parts of 
Idlib in exchange for regime and Russian border guaran-
tees and acquiescence to a long-term Turkish presence in 
other areas.118

With millions of people residing in HTS-controlled Idlib, 
such an outcome would hasten an unprecedented hu-
manitarian crisis that would ripple through the rest of 
Syria and the region by stirring tensions and an inevitable 
displacement crisis.  

CHALLENGES WITH HAY’AT 
TAHRIR AL-SHAM CONTROL
HTS has gradually extended its influence over Idlib. After 
defeating other rebel factions in northwestern Syria in 2019, 
nearly 2.6 million people have fallen under HTS control.119 
As aid organizations struggle to serve a population in the 
persistently battered pocket of northwestern Syria, HTS 
developed sophisticated governance and revenue-gener-
ating mechanisms. 

Some of these activities directly interfere with aid while 
other governance functions, such as regulation, and taxa-
tion raise alarm bells for donor governments and the aid 
community because of the designation of HTS as a terrorist 
entity by the United Nations, United States, and European 
Union. Strict donor government counterterrorism regula-
tions envelop the response in secrecy. Donor governments 
have blacklisted NGOs and frozen operations over alleged 
HTS interference in their programming. Those dramatic 
withdrawals of lifesaving aid had a chilling effect on the 
response. That fear allows HTS to negotiate one on one 
with aid workers, strengthening its position. 

Turkish troops are keeping the 
Syrian government and Russian 
forces at bay in the northwest, 
allowing for a modicum of 
security to the civilian population 
and the aid response. 
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COUNTERTERRORISM MEASURES
In 2017, a large humanitarian NGO operating in northwestern Syria closed its operations. 
The Office of the Inspector General in the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) concluded that aid workers from the organization “added fighters” of armed 
group Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham to lists of civilians eligible for food packages.120 The inves-
tigation also revealed that staff submitted to HTS “under duress.”

Humanitarian aid organizations are often caught between a rock and a hard place when 
it comes to appeasing designated terrorist groups (DTGs) that preside over areas where 
humanitarian aid is needed and donor governments with strict counterterrorism leg-
islation. Whether DTGs are stealing, deceiving, or taxing NGOs, aid organizations risk 
accusations of providing material support to designated entities, even unwittingly, and 
face large fines or even criminal liability. 

In addition to member states’ individual counterterrorism legislative regulations, do-
nor governments may also include burdensome reporting and vetting requirements 
in funding agreements (also called restrictive clauses). On top of donor governments’ 
individual laws, the UN Security Council has established a sanctions regime specifically 
focusing on the Islamic State, Al Qaeda, and affiliates.121 As of June 2021, 72 groups and 
425 individuals were designated under this regime. These sanctions prohibit making 
funds, financial assets, or economic resources available directly or indirectly to desig-
nated persons or groups. 

Exemptions have been made for humanitarian organizations to be able to operate 
without counterterrorism restrictions impeding their work, but they are often not 
broad enough in scope.122 Since donor governments can and have blocked projects, 
suspended programs, and blacklisted NGOs, humanitarian organizations may avoid 
working in areas where DTGs are located, even if the need is high. Such measures have 
also impeded a shift to cash assistance.123 

Aid workers’ fear of being held criminally and financially liable for conducting aid 
operations can sometimes result in self-censorship of their operations or reluctance 
to work in areas of high need. This issue has been particularly acute in northwestern 
Syria where the need for aid and the risks for operations are high. Yet, often donor 
governments choose to ignore the reality in which NGOs are working, instead choosing 
to pick and choose violations that come across their desk. 

Finding more realistic solutions to the dilemma is particularly important if the UN 
cross-border mandate is not renewed. Many donor governments prefer to fund through 
the United Nations, which has less legal risk associated with it. Without UN funding, 
NGOs will be subject to more pressure from DTGs and donor governments, threatening 
aid programming.

NGO workers living in Syria risk their lives to confront armed groups on interference. 
Local aid workers are forced to shoulder the burden when the donor and aid community 
should be discussing these impediments collectively and taking a unified approach to 
negotiations with DTGs on interference. 



Natasha Hall  |  24Rescuing Aid in Syria

A more collective donor and UN approach to negotiating 
with HTS leaders over regulatory frameworks for the aid 
response would protect humanitarian space and even allow 
for a shift to assistance promoting greater resilience. Be-
cause many partners receive funding from multiple donor 
governments, it would also help to better align donors’ 
regulatory frameworks of engagement with local actors 
when it comes to working in the northwest. For example, 
while some donors would not see an MoU with the SSG 
as exclusionary criteria, others would. By better aligning 
regulatory frameworks for the aid response, donor gov-
ernments and the aid community have greater collective 
leverage to check HTS behavior. Yet, compounding crises, 
donor governments’ counterterrorism legislation, and the 
dire need for humanitarian aid seem to have constrained 
the will and ability of donor governments and UN agencies 
to consistently clarify redlines or negotiate with the group 
for expanded humanitarian space. As a result, HTS control 
has expanded in nearly every sector.

More recently, HTS and the SSG have tried to legitimize 
themselves to the international community. HTS seeks 
the resources and protection that greater legitimacy from 
the international community could bring for a population 
that is heavily dependent on aid. In 2016, Jabhat al-Nusra 
(HTS’s earlier incarnation) publicly cut ties to Al Qaeda 
and rebranded as Jabhat Fatah al-Sham.124 When Jabhat 
Fatah al-Sham became HTS, officials told humanitarian 
organizations that they would work with them to safeguard 
humanitarian principles. Spokesman Emad Din Mujahid 
said in an interview in 2017 that HTS would hand over 

administration of the territory it controls to “civilian par-
ties.”125 Several months later, HTS created the SSG.126 Due to 
donor-government concerns, HTS tried to gloss over their 
connection to the SSG, acknowledging that its designation 
as a terrorist organization would be a hindrance to greater 
NGO coordination and cooperation. 

Despite the rhetoric, Western donors immediately suspended 
some operations after HTS took control of the remaining 
non-Turkish-controlled parts of the northwest in early 2019.127 
The consequences were hair-raising for the aid response. 
The Idlib Health Directorate was essentially shut down. 
The opposition’s Free Aleppo Medical Directorate implored 
that some 250,000 people would lose medical support after 
43 facilities it ran ceased operations due to a drop in aid.128 

HTS leadership immediately sprang into action to alleviate 
donor fears of its influence on civilian administration in 
recently taken districts. Speaking through the HTS-affiliated 
channel Amjad Media, HTS leader Abu Mohammad al-Jolani 
emphasized the separation between HTS and the SSG.129 
Though the SSG announced that they sought to “unite the 
ranks and heal the wounds,” they also moved quickly to 
replace local councils who resigned in protest.130 The SSG 
also tried to emphasize its civilian nature and democratic 
principles. On February 10, 2019, the SSG held a “General 
Conference of the Syrian Revolution” in Bab al-Hawa to 
lay out broad guidelines aiming to establish a unified civil 
administration for northern Syria.131 

The population’s dependence on this assistance and mini-
mal HTS interference in the health and primary education 
sectors eventually allowed most programming to return, 
but stabilization funding nearly disappeared. Still, funding 
for the education and health sectors has been lacking. 
Catchup classes for children and young adults who have 
missed months, if not years, of formal education due 
to the conflict are in particularly high demand but lack 
support. One successful program in Idlib helping teen-
agers and young adults prepare for university was shut 
down due to funding constraints, with over 200 people 
on the waiting list.

During this period of uncertainty in 2019, it was not clear 
if the collective donor and aid community took the oppor-
tunity to clarify redlines with HTS to protect assistance. 
In the meantime, HTS and the SSG consolidated control 
and pursued other revenue-generating ways to sustain 
themselves, such as monopolizing electricity and fuel.132 
Sometimes this interference drew a sharp donor response; 

A more collective donor and UN 
approach to negotiating with HTS 
leader over regulatory frameworks 
for the aid response would protect 
humanitarian space and even 
allow for a shift to assistance 
promoting greater resilience.
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other times it did not. As a result, HTS continued to test the 
waters. When HTS began taxing humanitarian aid convoys 
coming through Bab-al Hawa crossing in 2018, the United 
States and the United Kingdom forbade aid partners from 
using Bab al-Hawa.133 The UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) told the SSG to lift the fees to 
allow the aid to flow once again. Due to Western and Turk-
ish pressure, HTS relented almost immediately and agreed 
to stop levying taxes on humanitarian convoys.134 Many 
local NGO workers believed that donor governments could 
have intervened sooner and stopped aid from grinding to a 
halt for two months, but many saw the outcome as a great 
success.135 Collective leverage to protect aid over the long 
run won the day.

The choice to bring aid to a halt and shut down some pro-
grams succeeded in lifting the taxes. However, aid agencies 
felt they could not bring up any instances of interference 
or even interaction with the SSG without risking the en-
tirety of aid operations. As one local NGO director put it, 
“Rather than risk management, the donors have a policy 
of risk transfer.”136 From their perspective, the momentum 
should have been sustained, with consistent negotiations 
with local authorities and coordination with NGOs facing 
interference to curb problems at the outset.137 

Most often, instances of interference are negotiated on 
a case-by-case basis. By singling out the experiences of 
individual NGOs, these negotiations potentially put local 
aid workers in physical danger and NGO operations in 
jeopardy due to donor regulations. NGO workers have 
fought back and even been detained after they refused 
to allow HTS-affiliated individuals access to their ware-
houses. Other typical kinds of interference include adding 
persons to beneficiary lists or renting land.138 UN OCHA 
and aid groups have been able to resolve some individual 
instances of ostensible interference, but often the deci-
sion to confront one mode of interference over another 
is arbitrary.139 

SSG’s penetration of local governance and the economy has 
also indirectly impacted the aid sector. HTS and SSG exercise 
influence over a variety of primarily revenue-generating 
sectors from grain silos to telecommunications.140 Depending 
on one’s perspective, some of these SSG activities either 
fall into the category of governance or of extortion. And 
because of HTS’s terrorism designation, all of these activ-
ities potentially impact humanitarian assistance and any 
effort to increase stabilization and early recovery funding. 

For example, in 2017, HTS announced that hawala agen-
cies (local money transfer companies) needed to register 
with its Public Institution for Currency Administration 
and Consumer Protection to “administer and supervise 
the currency exchange market and financial transfers 
(hawalas).”141 At the time, HTS did not have the muscle 
to fully enforce this requirement.142 However, after HTS 
gained control of all of Idlib, the SSG appointed the 
Public Monetary Authority (PMA) as the sole committee 
authorized to buy Turkish lira from Turkey and distribute 
it into the local market through the SSG-owned Sham 
central bank in Idlib. In addition to monopolizing the 
distribution of the Turkish lira, reactivating the PMA has 
also been used to further consolidate control over hawala 
companies.143 Some money transfer service providers have 
circumvented registration with the PMA by changing 
names or providing hawala services under other market 
activities, but the consolidation of SSG control has made 
such avenues riskier. The stated aims of this policy are 
to regulate money exchanges, curb the use of counter-
feit money, lessen currency instability, and regulate the 
financial market in the area after multiple large-scale 
fluctuations in the exchange rate between the Syrian 
pound and U.S. dollar.144 Though the benefits of using the 
Turkish lira have decreased since the steep decline in its 

Members of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) alliance parade with 
their flags in Idlib on August 20, 2021. 
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value especially in the past year, all of these stated goals 
seem reasonable, but when the SSG is the government, 
nothing is simple for NGOs. 

The policy threatened aid programming in two ways. 
Local NGO workers feared this would allow HTS to know 
even more about NGO operations and salaries.145 Data 
protection and security issues were compounded by reg-
istration fees imposed on hawala companies. Those fees 
could violate donor governments’ policies about avoiding 
any material support to HTS in programming. Since then, 
registration fees have reportedly been rescinded.146 The 
ability of Turkish-registered NGOs to receive financial 
transfers from the Turkish Post Office (PTT) branch in 
A’zaz has also alleviated some of the dependence on ha-
walas. However, some local NGO workers are frustrated 
that privacy concerns remain and that neither donor 
governments nor UN OCHA immediately addressed the 
issue when it first came up in 2017.147 

The lack of a more consistent dialogue with the SSG on 
redlines simply allows the group to continue to test the 
waters in other sectors. Efforts to regulate pharmacies, for 
example, have been fraught. The SSG Ministry of Health 
tried to regulate pharmacies, according to Dr. Ahmed al-
Jark, the SSG minister of health, to mitigate the sale of 
expired or counterfeit and illegal drugs and ensure that 
pharmacists had the necessary credentials. But in doing so, 
they collected fees from pharmacies, demanded money for 
insurance, and closed at least 100 pharmacies.148 The SSG 
developed a similar policy toward university education. 
After requesting that universities in the area be reviewed 
for a new license from its Council of Higher Education, 
students and teachers protested, even organizing classes 
outside the university buildings, but the SSG eventually 
won out.149 It closed a dozen universities that did not 
immediately comply. When they reopened, they were 
under SSG control and fees to students increased nearly 
fivefold.150 NGOs and donors previously supporting these 
facilities either moved to Turkish-controlled areas or shut 
down altogether.151

Though not all of the SSG’s economic or political activities 
directly affect humanitarian aid work, they do increase the 
influence of HTS, which can limit the types of aid provid-
ed. The SSG’s involvement in the agriculture sector, trade, 
and other basic services could impede the transition to 
assistance that makes communities more resilient because 
of donor regulations. However, continued dependence on 

in-kind support, such as food baskets, water trucking, and 
non-food items, is both unsustainable and does not solve 
issues of interference. There still remains some space within 
these sectors in which HTS and the SSG is not involved. 
Limiting HTS’s monopoly is vital not only for encouraging 
more inclusive economic activity but also political and 
humanitarian space more broadly.

The SSG’s consolidation of power challenges the ability of 
beneficiaries, aid workers, and civil society to raise instances 
of interference. Some aid workers already noted pressures 
to positively review projects, target certain beneficiaries, 
hire NGO employees linked with HTS, and ensure favored 
contractors win tenders offered by NGOs.152 

Control is not as absolute as it is in government-held areas. 
Civil society is still strong in parts of Idlib, but the SSG and 
HTS have long sought to control civil society, even killing 
those who object to their policies.153 Today, Kafr Takharim 
is one of the last bastions of anti-HTS activists. Some in-
volved in stabilization work in the area believe that this 
has primarily to do with the continued support such areas 
received for civil society programming.154 

Without greater engagement to ensure principled assis-
tance, HTS could further exploit the situation. Without 
more consistent aid diplomacy, instances of HTS inter-
ference will increase as freedom to criticize HTS activity 
decreases. Similar to government-controlled areas, donor 
governments’ dependence on humanitarian aid to contain 
the crisis and a lack of longer-term planning inadvertently 
facilitate this manipulation. More critically, donor govern-
ments will struggle to move beyond life-saving assistance 
if they cannot establish clear guardrails for aid, security, 
and governance in the region.   

STRATEGIC CONSEQUENCES  
OF THE STATUS QUO
Northwestern Syria is heavily dependent on aid. Any 
interruption in that assistance will have a dramatic effect 
on beneficiaries already walking a tightrope. Yet, 10 years 
in, there are still a number of factors that could jeopardize 
that assistance, including non-renewal of the UN cross-bor-
der resolution, another military offensive, or alleged aid 
interference by a designated terrorist group. That tenuous 
status quo is untenable for 4 million people stuck between 
the Turkish border and the frontlines.  
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MONEY TRANSFERS
“I didn’t leave Syria because of ISIS or barrel bombs, 
I left because someone tried to kill me and steal 
the $50,000 I regularly had to carry into the coun-
try for our aid operations.”155 Transferring money 
for aid operations in Syria is no boring logistical 
issue. Criminality, sanctions, counterterrorism 
measures, and a lack of reliable formal banking 
in parts of the country and the region threaten 
aid operations—physically, legally, and financially. 

In government-controlled areas, 12 private banks 
are operational, but many of these banks are sanc-
tioned, making it difficult for NGOs to use them.156 
ATMs in government-controlled Syria are also often 
nonoperational or lack funds. One INGO noted that 
their employees have to take a day off work to stand 
in line at ATMs to collect their salary.157 On top of 
these issues, the Assad government enforces an 
unfavorable exchange rate, slashing the value of 
local salaries and project funding.158 

Working with banks in neighboring countries has 
also been challenging. Lebanon’s economic crisis 
froze accounts, further exacerbating the problem. 
Getting funds from Iraq into northeastern Syria has 
delayed programming as well.159 In 2013, Turkey 
began enforcing greater compliance requirements 
for opening accounts and making transactions 
align with the provisions of the UN Convention 
on the Suppression of Financing of Terrorism.160 

Without a formal banking sector, NGOs in non-
government-controlled areas need to rely on 
other modalities. Even in government-controlled 
areas, sanctions and the unregistered status of 
some NGOs force some aid organizations to use 
informal modes of money transfer. Humanitarian 
organizations may resort to hand carrying cash into 
the country, but this is exceedingly dangerous for 
aid workers.161 Another widely used mechanism 
to send both remittance payments and aid funds 
to Syria is hawala agencies—an informal value 
transfer system based not on the movement of 
cash or wire transfers between banks but instead 
on a network of trusted money brokers. However, 
hawalas also pose challenges. 

In government-controlled areas, registered hawalas 
must provide details of the transaction—including 
the sender and receiver—causing problems if either 
is wanted by the government.162 In southern Syria, 
government-affiliated actors allow expatriates to 
send remittances via these networks, typically for 
a cut.163 Private banks and registered hawala agents 
use an official exchange rate which significantly 
reduces the amount of the transaction (anywhere 
between 30 to 75 percent in 2020 and 2021).164 
While some smaller aid agencies use unofficial 
hawala agents, the government has been crack-
ing down on these offices, posing risks for such 
transactions as well. 

In areas outside of government control, donor gov-
ernments typically restrict which hawala agencies 
can be used and how high the fee for a hawala 
transaction can be.165 Usage of hawala brokers has 
been further complicated by Hay’at Tahrir al Sham’s 
(HTS) takeover of Idlib and the financial sector. 
In 2019, Turkey began allowing NGOs to transfer 
funds to Turkish-controlled areas in Syria through 
Turkish Post (PTT, under its Turkish acronym) 
branches, which started offering money transfer 
services. While PTT branches in northern Aleppo 
alleviated some of these issues, NGOs may still 
need to rely on hawalas to transfer money from 
Turkish to HTS-controlled areas. 

In light of these challenges, some NGOs have called 
for donor governments to begin considering alter-
native means of money transfer, including setting 
up dedicated banking channels for humanitarian 
operations and the use of digital currency in Syr-
ia. The northeastern pocket of the country could 
serve as a pilot location for the implementation of 
digital currency pilot projects given its relatively 
good connectivity and telecommunications infra-
structure. Amanacard and Redrose are companies 
that have tried to provide money transfer and 
voucher channels that provide more security and 
transparency.166 Alternatives acceptable to donor 
governments could also facilitate the transition 
to cash assistance and e-vouchers to better secure 
humanitarian operations in a volatile environment. 
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Interference by local authorities in aid programming is 
undoubtedly an issue, but not one without remedy. HTS 
is highly susceptible to Turkish and Western leverage. 
The Turkish military impedes another Syrian and Russian 
military offensive on Idlib, and the Turkish government 
allows SSG’s Sham Bank to distribute Turkish lira (though 
such privilege has diminished since the rapid devaluation 
of its currency). The population under HTS control is also 
heavily dependent on Western aid.167 The group’s leader, 
al-Jolani, has made a highly publicized push to gain greater 
international legitimacy. 

While the group is a terrorist organization, that designa-
tion does not stop them from being prone to pressure. The 
UN OCHA Access Unit and Access Working Group, tasked 
with facilitating unfettered assistance, must work with 
NGOs to gather complaints and negotiate collectively on 
the aid community’s behalf. Efforts have been underway 
to strengthen and reconstitute the working group to be 
more active than past years.168 Some access negotiators 
suggest more consistent higher-level discussions to get 
to the bottom of rumors of aid interference before they 
trigger a cessation in assistance. NGO workers warned that 
failing to do so would allow de facto authorities to entangle 
themselves further into the aid machinery, mimicking the 
situation in government-held areas. 

The status quo entrenches HTS’s interference in the aid 
sector rather than capitalizing on donor governments’ 
leverage. Leaving frontline aid workers to individually 
contend with local authorities is ineffective. It puts local 
humanitarian workers in danger and reduces the effec-
tiveness and oversight of aid programming. The fear of 
donor governments’ regulations shutting down an NGO 
or a program altogether further contributes to fears in the 
aid community. 

Despite these issues, access for humanitarian aid, needs 
assessments, and monitoring is fairly good in HTS-controlled 
areas if there are no active hostilities.169 Third-party mon-
itoring (TPM) companies said they are typically able to do 
their work unimpeded. The reality is that the aid community 
and analysts know about incidents of interference because 
civil society is still strong in the northwest. However, a 
more proactive negotiating stance is needed to protect the 
response and civil society. Empowering local civil society 
and economic associations to operate in this space will 
also reduce the monopoly of de facto governing actors. 

Western states can also do more to curb interference and 
increase humanitarian space in Turkish-controlled areas, 
but it will likely need to be part of larger negotiations to 
address Turkey’s numerous other concerns in Syria. This 
will not be easy. The Turkish government knows it can-
not handle the response on its own, but it would like to 
manage it with international funding. Addressing housing, 
land, and property issues will be even more challenging. 
That said, there are several reasons to engage the Turkish 
government more on aid issues and its other priorities. 

Turkey prioritizes its security above local civilians’ lives, 
but in this case, those two interests go hand in hand. Tur-
key hosts roughly 15 percent of Syria’s prewar population. 
While most Syrian refugees now want to stay in Turkey, 
the vast majority of Turks want them to go.170 Another 
major Syrian government offensive would put considerable 
additional pressure on Turkey’s borders and on Turkish 
domestic politics.

After all, Turkey is all that separates 4 million people 
and pro-Syrian government forces. It has been the only 
international actor willing to directly confront the pro-gov-
ernment forces to stop an offensive. Inhibiting the Syrian 
government’s return to the area prevents an even larger 
displacement and humanitarian crisis from spilling over. 
Acknowledging that simple reality is critical for the re-
sponse. Aid can only do so much if the gains are wiped 
out in another offensive or land swap.

Military attacks and interference are not the only imme-
diate dangers to the response. UN agencies can withstand 
donor government scrutiny and fund local NGOs, but 
their continued operations are not guaranteed. Russia 
has continued to threaten UN assistance at the Security 
Council. The extension of the United Nations’ cross-border 
mandate will be subject to Russia’s approval once again in 
July 2022. Russia will continue to try to use the debate to 

Interference by local authorities 
in aid programming is 
undoubtedly an issue, but 
not one without remedy. 
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extract concessions from Western donor states on their 
other strategic priorities, namely expanding the Syrian 
government’s control and legitimacy. 

In 2021, Russia insisted that crossline convoys from gov-
ernment-held areas to opposition-held areas in Idlib begin. 
Per their demand, two crossline convoys were conducted 
between August and December 2021 but at great cost and 
to little effect. Crossline aid is dangerous, inefficient, and 
unreliable.171 During one of the shipments, a Syrian soldier 
was killed conducting mine clearance to clear the way. The 
event gave the Syrian government the opportunity to accuse 
terrorists of planting a mine that the Syrian military itself 
had planted earlier.172 UN officials know that such rhetoric 
or any unfortunate incidents could provide an excuse for 
another escalation in violence.173 

While most donor governments, UN officials, and NGOs 
agree that government-approved crossline aid is not a 
substitute for cross-border assistance, it is not clear how 
much resources will be devoted to crossline convoys, 
especially in the event of a non-renewal. For most of the 
people living in northwestern Syria, “crossline aid isn’t 
just another modality, it’s a Trojan horse.”174 Many of the 
people living in the northwest today lived under Syrian 
government sieges and are traumatized by the notion that 
the government could cut them off once again. 

If Russia is not satisfied with progress on these crossline 
convoys or other offered concessions, UN officials and 
aid workers fear that this will be the last year of the UN 
mandate. Aid workers have confided that the response is 
in no way prepared for that contingency and are gravely 
concerned about the humanitarian consequences.175 If the 
aid response for the area falls under the sway of the Assad 
government, acceding to the political machinations of the 
Russian and Syrian governments over humanitarian needs, 
UN officials and NGOs believe that it will have wide-ranging 
knock-on effects, from displacement to increased violence 
and instability. 

The Syrian government’s record of war crimes perpetrated 
against many of the people currently residing in northwestern 
Syria ensures that any scenario where the local population 
peacefully reconciles with the Syrian government is unten-
able. Marked as enemies of the Assad government or as 
terrorists, most residents would see it as a choice between 
death or flight. Unless longer-term security and sustainable 
aid and support can be granted, the future remains bleak 
for the civilian population and regional security. 

Leaving frontline aid workers 
to individually contend with 
local authorities is ineffective. 
It puts local humanitarian 
workers in danger and reduces 
the effectiveness and oversight 
of aid programming. 
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GOVERNMENT-
CONTROLLED AREAS

Louai Beshara/AFP/GettyImages



Natasha Hall  |  31Rescuing Aid in Syria

assistance they could. Today, the response is living with 
a stronger regime and those same compromises, making 
adherence to the humanitarian principles of humanity, 
neutrality, impartiality, and independence nearly impossi-
ble. Yet, the international community remains committed 
to humanitarian aid as its solution to this crisis, and the 
government remains committed to ensuring that aid is 
used to its benefit.

The international community’s reliance on humani-
tarian aid, and the government’s familiarity with the 
aid system, allowed the government to manipulate 
humanitarian organizations early on. If there were 
problems with interference in aid work in other parts 
of the country, or indeed other parts of the world, the 
situation in government-controlled areas is unlike what 
most career humanitarian workers had ever seen. Nearly 
every UN official and NGO practitioner said the scale of 
the response in addition to the savviness of the govern-
ment made Syria exceptional. As one UN official with 
a three-decade career said, “With all respect to those 
who think access is the same in Syria as other contexts, 
they don’t know anything about Syria or learned about 
it from a distance. I was inside Syria for years; it is an 
experience on its own.”182 

The Syrian government established the rules of the game 
at the outset, insisting that international aid agencies 
implement through the Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC). 
This effectively allowed the government-affiliated orga-

n January 2010, Syrian first lady Asma al-Assad 
stood behind a podium welcoming civil society 
organizations, European ministers, and UN 
officials to the First International Development 
Conference of Syria under the title “The Emerging 
Role of Civil Society in Development.”176 The 

number of UN agencies, NGOs, and foreign development 
agencies assisting refugees and the general population had 
grown exponentially since the young Assad couple came 
to power in 2000. The larger international community 
was starting to embrace Syria. UN high commissioner 
for refugees, at the time, António Guterres praised the 
Syrian government for its generosity to a million Iraqi 
refugees.177 In March 2011, Vogue magazine published an 
article titled “A Rose in the Desert” about the first lady 
of Syria, calling Asma “the freshest and most magnetic 
of first ladies.”178

Though the Assads put on a good show, economic and so-
cial reforms were superficial. Before the protests of 2011, 
the government had already cracked down on the Kurdish 
population in 2004 and on many activists in 2007.179 The 
country was dealing with a severe housing shortage and an 
ongoing internal displacement crisis from the northeast.180 
Gaps were filled through informal housing primarily around 
large cities. These areas would be where many opposition 
strongholds took root. 

While there were signs of potential unrest in Syria, few 
internationals based in Syria at the time, by their own 
admission, expected the extent of the protests or the se-
verity of the government’s response.181 As protests broke 
out throughout the country, the government cracked down 
mercilessly, shooting at, arresting, and torturing protestors. 
Countries around the world condemned the government’s 
actions, but little was done to stop the ongoing human 
rights violations. Western government officials and aid 
workers have confided that they believed that Assad would 
either step aside, be toppled quickly, or negotiate with 
protestors on reforms. 

But Bashar al-Assad did not fall or capitulate. As political 
negotiations stalled and violence mounted, the interna-
tional response to a human rights crisis shifted to providing 
humanitarian aid. And between the first protests in 2011 
and recognition that the Assad government may last, aid 
workers on the ground had to make decisions. Between 2011 
and 2013, aid agencies had made numerous compromises 
with the Syrian government to stay and deliver whatever 

I

If there were problems with 
interference in aid work in 
other parts of the country, or 
indeed other parts of the world, 
the situation in government-
controlled areas is unlike what 
most career humanitarian 
workers had ever seen. 
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nization to deliver aid out of sight from the UN agencies 
providing the assistance. According to several high-level 
career UN officials, this was the first time they had ever 
seen the United Nations allow a government-affiliated 
agency to deliver UN aid alone.183 One UN official noted 
that in all of the other conflicts in which he had worked, 
the United Nations also refused to allow state military 
escorts to supervise the delivery of aid. In the case of Syria, 
a government-affiliated actor was allowed to deliver aid 
with the state’s military escorts. 

Human rights organizations, analysts, journalists, and the 
United Nations extensively documented the Syrian gov-
ernment’s diversion and manipulation. As early as 2016, 
a UN OCHA evaluation of the Syria response points out 
that a lack of analysis and proper needs assessments left 
the United Nations vulnerable to manipulation.184 A 2017 
review of the response by UN envoy Martin Griffiths, now 
the emergency relief coordinator, came to similar conclu-
sions. He reported that there were “competing narratives” 
between hubs, concerns about “principles and practice,” 
and unclear impacts of relief operations.185 His recommen-
dations were shelved due to pressure from Damascus.186 
Later that same year, the Under-Secretary-General for 

Political Affairs Jeffrey Feltman’s 
review produced the Parameters 
and Principles of UN Assistance in 
Syria.187 The document is essen-
tially a restatement of human-
itarian principles: neutrality, 
impartiality, and independence. 
A monitoring group under the 
UN Syria Inter-Agency Task Force 
was supposed to facilitate the 
implementation, but the task 
force has yet to meet and the 
principles were never operation-
alized due to objections from the 
Syrian government, Russia, and 
some UN agencies.188

As donor governments and aid 
agencies discussed these reforms, 
the government began retaking 
territory, causing more waves of 
forced displacement and perse-
cuting or depriving those that 
remained.189 Most of the NGOs 
working in these recaptured ar-

eas were dissolved, while their employees and volunteers 
fled due to the government’s criminalization of their 
work.190 At the same time, Russia cut off UN cross-bor-
der assistance, in effect granting the Syrian government 
greater power over the response. With one critical crossing 
remaining, Russia can and has successfully lobbied for 
more aid to be funneled through Damascus during the 
UN cross-border debates. 

Today, people in government-held areas are more in need 
of assistance than ever before. However, aid agencies are 
not just in danger of not reaching those in need, but they 
could be contributing to long-term harm and surveillance 
of a war-weary population.

AID RESPONSE TODAY
Over 60 percent of the 13.4 million people in Syria in need 
of assistance live in government-controlled areas.191 The 
number of people in need in government-held areas has 
increased due to the recent economic downturn, exacerbat-
ed by Lebanon’s financial implosion, Covid-19, sanctions, 
and the government’s capture of opposition-held areas. 

Men walk outside the Central Bank of Syria headquarters in the Sabaa Bahrat Square of 
the capital of Damascus on June 17, 2020. 

Photo Source: Louai Beshara/AFP/GettyImages
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SANCTIONS
Between 2015 and 2020, Syria Relief and Development, a U.S.-based Syrian-Amer-
ican organization, had 11 bank accounts closed.192 The accounts were not closed 
because Syria Relief and Development had engaged in prohibited behavior but 
because of bank “derisking”—the phenomenon of financial institutions termi-
nating, restricting, and delaying business with NGOs to avoid risks associated 
with violating sanctions regimes. NGOs, that can afford it, often spend thousands 
of dollars in legal fees to find a bank. Others who cannot find ways to bank and 
transfer money have even stopped operations.  

In theory, all U.S. and EU sanctions permit trade in essential goods and allow 
for humanitarian activities in Syria. In practice, however, costs associated with 
ensuring compliance and overcoming derisking can be prohibitively high. Various 
levels of sanctions regimes, from the United States to regional (e.g., European 
Union) and international (e.g., United Nations) sanctions regimes, impose differ-
ent restrictions and have varying exemption processes. The burden is particularly 
acute for smaller, local NGOs who do not have the capacity needed to navigate 
the lengthy process to apply for licenses in the first place.193 

In addition to indirect banking issues, U.S. and EU sanctions also place restric-
tions on “dual-use goods”—goods that can be used for both civilian and military 
purposes, including goods used in health, water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 
operations, such as pipes, water pumps, spare parts for electrical generators, and 
essential construction and industrial equipment.194 The Syrian government has 
manufactured sarin gas with dual-use chemicals such as isopropanol and has 
used chlorine gas on its own citizens.195 There are legitimate reasons for these 
regulations, but according to NGOs, they have also restricted the import of sup-
plies for the humanitarian response. 

However, the blanket effect of sanctions on NGOs does not meet their goal of 
reducing the ability of human rights violators to gain from the aid system. The 
United Nations often works through government-affiliated businesses and or-
ganizations—many of them sanctioned or involved in human rights violations. 
Often, sanctioned individuals are buried under sub-contractors in UN programs, 
which do not have to abide by U.S. or EU sanctions. Due diligence would require 
a more granular investigation of sub-contracts. More direct communication from 
sanctioning governments with banks and suppliers would better ensure that 
humanitarian aid is unimpeded.
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Dozens of UN agencies, INGOs, local NGOs, and charities 
serve this population today, though UN agencies domi-
nate the international response. The Damascus hub has a 
UN-led cluster system, based on different sectors of the 
aid response (e.g., education and health).196 Unlike other 
hubs in the Syria response or worldwide, the clusters are 
chaired exclusively by the United Nations because the 
Syrian government stipulates that INGOs cannot co-lead 
these sector coordination structures.197 Nevertheless, INGO 
registrations have increased. According to the August 2021 
UN secretary general’s report on Syria, the Syrian government 
had registered 41 INGOs, up from 24 in February 2019.198

Registering and acquiring subsequent permissions from 
Damascus to work in the country has been an uphill battle 
for aid organizations. The government’s firm control over 
NGOs has a long history. According to the Law on Associa-
tions of 1958, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor must 
register and approve all associations, but the intelligence 
apparatus also has a major role in the registration process. 
Even prior to 2011, it could take years before organizations 
received official approval.199 Once an organization was 
registered, it had several obligations, including sending 
minutes of meetings, accounts, and reports to the ministry 
and, sometimes, appointing a ministry-approved director.200 
Organizations were even obliged to have a shared bank 
account with SARC from which both parties needed to 
approve any disbursement.201

Today, NGOs are also required to have registration with 
different ministries according to the nature of their ac-
tivities or identity. For example, those that receive funds 
from abroad are required to be registered at the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, and religious organizations need to be 
registered with the Endowments Ministry as well.202

Registration is no guarantee for project approvals or 
aid deliveries. Many INGOs initially registered with the 
government but then found that they were stifled from 
conducting needs assessments and implementing projects. 
While INGOs and UN agencies can negotiate for access with 
specific line ministries or political officials, they can still be 
stopped at multiple levels in the process. Some INGOs have 
sought approval for all projects at one time and claim to 
receive less pushback during the implementation phases.203 

UN and USAID officials noted that even with these per-
missions, the whole mission could grind to a halt with 
one denial at the local level.204 Numerous aid workers 
noted that this could be personality driven. They might 

not agree to the driver that day or use insecurity issues 
as an excuse at the last minute.205 Security forces, which 
differ depending on the area, can impede missions on the 
ground. One analyst broke down how it works: “Military 
Branch 220 manages Quneitra, and south of Quneitra is 
usually air force intelligence. In Northern Homs, military 
intelligence has a robust presence in Talbiseh and Rastan. 
In this way, no one has too much control, and everyone 
gets a piece of the pie.”206

Control of much of aid programming is then directed by two 
government-affiliated organizations. Most registered INGOs 
and UN agencies’ aid work is actually implemented through 
the SARC and Asma al-Assad’s Syria Trust for Development 
(heretofore referred to as the Syria Trust), encompassing 
an umbrella of aid and, now, construction organizations 
such as Deyari.207 Most international organizations have 
to partner with SARC or the Syria Trust to register in Da-
mascus. SARC is a member of the government’s High Relief 
Committee and is the lead implementing partner of the 
United Nations, with branches in every governorate and 
75 sub-branches across the country.208 After registration, 
SARC continues to be involved in the implementation pro-
cess but also administrative procedures, including project 
approvals, visa requests to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
and travel requests.209 Reportedly, SARC prioritizes working 
with international agencies with which they already have 
an MoU.210 According to some estimates, between 60 and 
80 percent of international aid is channeled through SARC, 
and the Syria Trust has also increased its role.211 However, 
at least one INGO noted that they were able to limit Syria 
Trust’s implementation to just one of their projects.212

The Syria Trust for Development was established in 2007 
under the chairmanship of Asma al-Assad. With the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP), the Syria Trust started 
the NGO Platform, which aimed to develop and coordinate 
the NGO sector.213 As the government has further accel-
erated centralization of the aid response, even formerly 
powerful actors such as Rami Makhlouf, the president’s 
cousin, fell prey to these efforts. In 2020, Makhlouf ’s Al 
Bustan Charity was rebranded as al Areen and placed under 
the stewardship of Asma al-Assad.214

Outside of the aforementioned organizations, religious 
charities have also played an important role in the re-
sponse. The government even granted some faith-based 
organizations, such as Islamic and Christian organizations, 
more freedom to operate than other organizations prior 
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to 2011. However, as the conflict progressed, the govern-
ment began enforcing more restrictions on these charities 
as well. Directors are typically closely affiliated with the 
government in order to monitor their activities.215

In addition to organizations officially registered with the 
government, unregistered NGOs conduct some small-scale 
but important work under the government’s radar. Some 
analysts noted that very small projects—around $30,000—
did not attract the attention of the government or its 
business affiliates because the benefit to them would be 
insignificant. While some donor governments and NGOs 
see this work as an essential complement to the work of 
registered aid agencies, some analysts saw it as incredibly 
dangerous for those working on the ground.216 

SYSTEMATIC MANIPULATION 
OF THE SYRIAN GOVERNMENT
As Iran, Russia, and proxy militias helped fill the Syrian mil-
itary’s dilapidated ranks on the battlefield, the government 
could concentrate on its oppressive bureaucracy, stymieing 
independent needs assessments, implementation, delivery, 
and monitoring. On top of that molasses bureaucracy, in-
telligence services, ministries, and government-appointed 
organizations carefully monitor the staff and projects of 
aid organizations. Unlike many countries facing crises, 
the Syrian government’s institutions remained strong 
enough to institute a Rube Goldberg process for providing 
humanitarian assistance. As one UN official noted, “When 
I worked in Libya, I met with a minister of health with no 
staff. Whether you like it or not, the Syrian government 
did not fall apart.”217 

Dozens of interviewees from NGOs, UN agencies, and 
analysts with in-depth knowledge of aid operations in 
government-controlled areas agreed: conducting indepen-
dent needs assessments or monitoring and evaluation is 
virtually impossible in government-controlled Syria. This 
has allowed the government and its allies to gain from 
this system while large swathes of the population in need 
are left out. 

The government is now consolidating its control over 
the response. At the highest level, Syrian diplomats are 
galvanizing support on the international stage for the gov-
ernment’s position to subjugate humanitarian assistance 
to inviolable sovereignty. On the ground, the government 

has worked to cleanse the ranks of the aid community and 
beneficiary lists to control every aspect of the aid response.

In 2019, the Syrian government lobbied to amend UN 
General Assembly Resolution 46/182, which effectively 
created the modern humanitarian system in 1991.218 One 
of the guiding principles of the resolution is: “The sover-
eignty, territorial integrity and national unity of States 
must be fully respected in accordance with the Charter of 
the United Nations. In this context, humanitarian assis-
tance should be provided with the consent of the affected 
country and in principle on the basis of an appeal by the 
affected country.”219 

Ignoring the other articles in the resolution related to 
upholding the principles of humanity, neutrality and im-
partiality, the government advocated to change “consent” 
to “full consent” to bolster its rights to control and impede 
the response as it sees fit. Such logic also readily ignores 
Article 3, common to all the Geneva Conventions—and 
relating to non-international conflicts. The Article states 
that, “An impartial humanitarian body, such as the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross, may offer its services to 
the Parties to the conflict.” Furthermore, violence, hostage 
taking, extrajudicial executions, and “outrages on personal 
dignity” may not be inflicted on non-combatants. Article 
3 also notes that “the wounded and sick shall be collected 
and cared for.”220 The Syrian government, which ratified the 
Geneva Convention of 1949 and Additional Protocol I, has 
inflicted these punishments on humanitarian aid workers 
and medical personnel throughout the conflict, in addition 
to restricting their ability to care for civilians.221 Therefore, 
much of the Syrian and Russian governments’ diplomatic 

Unlike many countries facing 
crises, the Syrian government’s 
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Goldberg process for providing 
humanitarian assistance. 
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efforts at the United Nations are meant to obfuscate clear 
international humanitarian law and norms.222 

At the level of individual aid organizations, the government 
entices NGOs with the possibility of registration or access, 
but the government has numerous stipulations.223 At each 
step, from registration to implementation, the government 
promises more access if certain steps are made, constantly 
creating incentives for more compromises and good behavior. 
And government officials ensure that organizations know 
why they are not being given access. The government has 
told organizations who refused to stop openly working in 
non-government-controlled areas what is holding them 
back from registration in Damascus.224 

Government officials also told UN agencies and INGOs that 
if they mentioned diversion from convoys, they would be 
denied future access.225 This policy toward UN OCHA in 
particular hindered the potential for greater coordination 
and collective leverage among aid agencies to gain access 
early on. One UN OCHA official said: 

When we met with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
they said OCHA is in a difficult position in Syria 
because of the language the emergency relief co-
ordinator is using. They told us OCHA isn’t getting 
access and visas because of what Valerie Amos or 
Mark Lowcock are saying about sieges and attacks. 
Those officials would also always complain about 
the cross-border response, even though we had a 
Security Council resolution. Then the government 
would avoid us as a coordinating body, preferring 
to negotiate separately with each UN agency.226 

These psychological operations allow the government to 
divide and conquer the aid community. As one UN official 
said, “The government was very successful in dividing the 
UN country team. You had people reporting to the regime, 
and you had others who were declared persona non grata. 
The fear of getting thrown out of the country overcame 
everything else.”227 It also effectively divided UN agencies 
and NGOs, encouraging each entity to negotiate with dif-
ferent ministries on their own rather than as a collective 
and united front. This strategy, along with the pressure on 
aid agencies to stay and deliver, led to self-censorship and 
effectively cleansed the ranks of troublemakers. As one 
UN official put it, “We used to have a leadership that was 
making bad compromises, but at least they understood 
that. We now seem to have leadership in some agencies 
that is almost admiring of the government.”228

This manipulation has been even more consequential for 
Syrian NGOs and aid workers. While internationals have the 
option of leaving the country, Syrian aid workers are not ex-
tended such a privilege. In all of the existing local charity and 
aid organizations, including SARC, the government moved 
swiftly to eradicate the ranks of anyone straying from their 
policies. These written policies included removing certain 
items from aid convoys or bringing injured protestors to 
government-run hospitals, where many disappeared or died 
after entering with treatable injuries. Those who pushed for 
greater access were arrested or forced out of organizations. 
The torturous four-month detention of Mohamed Raed 
al-Tawil, a SARC board member and coordinator of first aid 
teams, in particular, served as a warning to his replacement 
and other aid workers.229 Even security officers charged with 
monitoring SARC and other aid agencies were subject to 
similar scrutiny and punishment.230 Recently, the formation 
of “security committees” has further tightened the hold on 
NGOs. Organizations are encouraged to attend meetings 
with these security committees, and many do, hoping to 
get approvals for projects.231

Since the start of the conflict, Syrians have been on the 
frontlines negotiating access and putting their lives at 
risk. Access for aid organizations is near fully dependent 
on unprotected and closely monitored Syrian workers, 
researchers, and evaluators, who the government’s secu-
rity apparatus continues to threaten with arrest. While 
the United Nations boasts that its access has improved 
as sub-offices have littered the country, the August 2021 
secretary general report states that “Across the Syrian 

We used to have a leadership that 
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in some agencies that is almost 
admiring of the government. 
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Arab Republic, humanitarian aid 
is distributed and implemented 
primarily by national actors, 
including NGOs and the Syrian 
Arab Red Crescent.”232 But since 
the government continues to 
arbitrarily detain and torture 
its nationals, Syrian aid workers 
have little motivation to report 
abuse. And those threats ex-
tend to family members after 
death. This past year, after em-
ployees of one registered local 
NGO were detained and killed 
in government detention, se-
curity knocked on their family 
members’ doors, telling them to 
evacuate by the end of the week 
or face arrest themselves.233 Local 
NGOs said this has been hap-
pening with greater frequency 
in the past year.234 

In many cases, government-affili-
ated persons drove field monitors 
away from site visits. Others were reportedly forced into 
hiding.235 As such, it is difficult for implementing organiza-
tions to expect monitoring and evaluation to be conducted 
transparently or to raise issues without negative conse-
quences. This also forces third-party monitors (TPM) to 
air on the side of caution. As one TPM organization noted, 
“We don’t want to put our enumerators in jeopardy. It’s not 
just altruism to protect employees, it is also about repu-
tational damage if you are unable to provide confidential 
results and a safe work environment.”236 Some TPMs report 
such interference and see it as a finding in itself, but it is 
never clear to them how or if reporting such difficulties 
in any way affects operations in the future.237 The failure 
of this reporting to significantly reform the aid response 
further decreases the possibility of local or international 
aid workers exposing diversion or other abuses.

Getting access to formerly opposition-held areas is even 
more difficult. The UN secretary general’s updates on the 
situation in Syria consistently refer to these areas (e.g., 
Eastern Ghouta, Daraa, and Madaya) as difficult to access.238 
One WHO official referred to Quneitra in the south as 
“basically the end of the earth.”239 

As aid agencies try to garner more access to these areas, the 

government cleanses them of alleged dissidents or those 

in any way related to them and NGOs previously serving 

these communities. In Eastern Ghouta, government efforts 

to re-secure the area amounted to holding tens of thousands 

of people in detention camps until they were cleared or 

disappeared.240 The government has completely cut off the 

12,000 people remaining in Rukban camp from assistance 

since 2019. Those evacuated from the camp have reportedly 

lingered in government “transit centers” where many were 

tortured or disappeared.241 In Daraa, most local NGOs that 

were operating while the area was opposition-controlled 

have since dissolved.242 In Darayya and other areas that 

the government has retaken, families wishing to return to 

their homes must provide their biographical details and 

official documents to be cleared. Government officials or 

affiliates subsequently allow them to return, force them to 

pay bribes, or arrest them. There are a number of reports on 

people from formerly opposition-held areas and returning 

refugees who were detained even though they had officially 

“reconciled” their status with the government.243 Given 

that potentially fatal fate, many Syrians do not choose to 

engage in the process to return home.

Syrian men unload aid parcels provided by the UN World Food Programm (WFP) and the 
Syrian Arab Red Crescent in Al-Houla on May 25, 2016. 

Photo Source: Mahmoud Taha/AFP/GettyImages
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Additionally, residents have to retain legal civil documentation 
and pass security clearances before the government allows 
them to return home or even be eligible for aid agencies’ 
beneficiary lists. In early 2019, SARC employees admitted 
to denying World Food Programme (WFP) food baskets to 
beneficiaries. If the intelligence branch wrote the word 
“security” next to a beneficiary’s name, the family had to 
visit a security branch before being eligible for aid.244 As one 
Syria analyst noted, the vast majority of people from these 
recaptured areas do not have documentation to prove their 
assets, are scared to apply for it, or cannot be cleared.245 

The Syrian government has passed a raft of legislation to 
ensure that those residing in formerly opposition-held 
areas are never able to return, making attempts at future 
early recovery and reconstruction efforts problematic. With 
so many people residing in informal housing prior to the 
conflict, especially in what would become opposition-held 
areas, many will never be able to return and reclaim their 
property. The government has also enacted over 50 laws 
related to housing, land, and property (HLP) that allow 
the state to appropriate property, further complicating 
anyone’s ability to claim assets.246 In the fertile northern 
Hama region, retaken by the regime in 2019, the mili-
tary’s infamous Fourth Division has simply taken peoples’ 
land—either working the land themselves or auctioning 
it off. Some families report having to pay bribes to keep 
their land or to continue being able to access it.247 Now 
Syrian refugees avoiding conscription from abroad are 
reportedly forced to pay $8,000 to the state or risk losing 
their property in Syria.248 These significant HLP issues have 
yet to be addressed.

Some aid workers and donor representatives relegated 
these concerns as human rights issues not relevant for 
the provision of unconditional humanitarian assistance.249 
However, allowing the government to clear areas before 
providing access to aid agencies effectively decimates those 
people in need that can be reached at all. It also creates 
significant concerns for moving toward reconstruction 
under the umbrella of unconditional humanitarian as-
sistance. Eventually, the government will no longer have 
to approve beneficiary lists because they will know that 
the population is secure, as all those deemed a threat or 
related to a threat will have been detained, evacuated, or 
stripped of assets. 

As the government has learned to deprive certain segments 
of the population of assistance, it has also created ways 

to use aid to its benefit, rewarding loyalists and support-
ing the military. One analyst with close ties to military 
officers stated the military now regularly diverts UN food 
baskets to soldiers. Since the 2019 economic crisis, they 
systematically use basic commodities such as pasta in WFP 
food baskets to feed troops when there are rice and wheat 
shortages.250 Even before programming is implemented or 
aid is delivered, UN agencies and registered INGOs must use 
an unfavorable official exchange rate for any Syrian pounds 
needed for programming in country. In 2020, this meant 
that 50 percent of any aid dollars exchanged in Syria were 
lost before programming could even be implemented, with 
half of those dollars going to the Syrian Central Bank.251 

Those responsible for human rights violations stand to 
gain from the destruction they caused while ensuring 
that the victims are not able to reap the benefits of aid 
and economic development. According to one human 
rights organization, the UNDP contracted militias such 
as the Aleppo Defenders, responsible for destroying 
areas in Aleppo city, to clear and rehabilitate the same 
neighborhoods.252 Mohamad Hamsho, a businessman 
close to the Fourth Division and Maher al-Assad, the 
president’s brother, has made a fortune stripping recently 
retaken areas of metals and reworking them for sale at his 
Hadeed Metal Manufacturing Company.253 Law Number 3 
of 2018 essentially allowed neighborhoods to be closed 
off and razed, facilitating these efforts.254 These high-
profile individuals, and many others, are perfectly placed 
to gain from further reconstruction and early recovery 
activities.255 Indeed, the UN has already contracted the 
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Hamsho family’s company Jupiter Investments, which 
engages in rehabilitation, repair, and maintenance of 
buildings amongst other services.256 As the government 
reopens areas it destroyed to reconstruction and aid 
groups, these neighborhoods are either considered tabula 
rasa for the war’s nouveau riche, open to those living in 
government-held areas for much of the conflict, or left 
in ruins.257 

It is unclear how many vendors and sub-grantees have 
problematic associations or links to human rights viola-
tions. UNICEF was supporting Rami Makhlouf ’s Al Bustan 
Charity, an organization also doling out salaries to militia 
members, until it was exposed in the media.258 Nearly 
20 percent of UN vendors between 2019 and 2020 were 
“suppressed for security or privacy” reasons, and many 
project sub-contractors are unknown, making it impossible 
to decipher how this money is spent and who it is ben-
efitting. All of these potential avenues for diversion and 
limited oversight make many analysts fear that diversion 
is well beyond what donor governments think it may be.

Donor representatives admitted that the United Nations 
can bury these figures as vendors or sub-contractors.259 
As one analyst notes, “donors have come to understand 
that if you don’t work with sanctioned actors, you can’t do 
anything. The Syrian government understands this dynamic 
and knows how to exploit the grey areas.”260 But while the 
United Nations is not subject to U.S. or EU sanctions (which 
have exceptions for humanitarian activities), they are bound 
to their own supplier code of conduct, which stipulates 
that, “The UN expects its suppliers to support and respect 
the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights 

and to ensure that they are not complicit in human rights 
abuses.”261 Yet numerous suppliers and implementers are 
implicated in militia activities or the government’s war 
crimes. Samer Foz, a wealthy Syrian-Turkish businessman 
accused of funding the Quwwat Dir‘ al-Amn al-Askari 
(the Military Security Shield Forces), a paramilitary force 
associated with Syria’s military intelligence service, has 
also gained in multiple ways from the aid apparatus.262 
He is a major shareholder in the Four Seasons Damascus, 
where UN employees stay, but also has his own charity 
and is prepared to gain from profitable aid contracts if he 
has not already. The United Nations also contracted Class 
Training, a company nominally owned by the son of Ali 
Mamlouk, a special security adviser to the president.263 

Without more precise monitoring, determining how the aid 
response is impacting individuals or communities in need 
is challenging. Ambiguous humanitarian aid lingo does not 
help. “Access” is an imprecise term, which can obfuscate 
the actual impact of aid on the ground. According to UNGA 
46/182, access comprises: (1) humanitarian actors’ ability 
to reach populations in need, and (2) affected populations’ 
access to assistance and services. However, access could 
be granted to Syrian aid workers who would be risking 
their lives reporting abuse. Even, the term “reach” could 
mean almost anything. Reaching a population could mean 
sending health kits with contents missing or sending sup-
plies that are not needed at all, as has been the case with 
some crossline shipments to the northeast. These gaps 
can be buried in the number of tons shipped or number 
of people reached. 

OCHA has created a new methodology for determining 
“access severity” using qualitative and quantitative data to 
better assess impediments. They use this data to categorize 
areas into three different levels of difficulty in accessing 
populations. According to this system and traditional un-
derstandings of restrictions to aid programming around 
the world, lower access constraints (Level 1) are when 
“Armed actors, checkpoints, or other impediments such as 
administrative obstacles may be present and may impede 
humanitarian activities. However, with adequate resources 
and clearances, humanitarian organisations can still operate 
and reach all or nearly all targeted people in need.” Higher 
levels of access restraints are regarded as logistical (e.g., 
road quality) or security issues (e.g., landmines). 

However, throughout the conflict, these “lower access 
constraints”—bureaucratic impediments imposed by 
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the government—have been the primary obstacles to 
the response from Damascus.264 As such, aid workers in 
northeastern and northwestern Syria believe that such 
methodology exaggerates their access constraints—relat-
ed to active hostilities and unexploded ordnance—while 
underestimating the effects of considerable bureaucratic 
impediments in government-controlled areas.265 Accord-
ing to a UN official, there is a second assessment, not for 
public consumption, which identifies areas where there 
are high needs and “low access constraints” that are not 
being reached. This assessment, called a gap analysis, is 
purportedly used to lobby for more access to neglected 
areas. Some UN officials wished it could be made public to 
apply further pressure on the government to open these 
areas for more programming and deliveries.266 This could 
open the door for greater transparency in the response, 
but without clearer definitions for access and reach, the 
government could still manipulate the outcome. 

People residing in formerly opposition-held areas are trying 
to rebuild their lives, but often they are left on their own 
to do so. As individual aid agencies struggle to get access, 
the siloed approach to negotiations is leaving large seg-
ments of the population out of assistance while supporting 
those loyal to the Syrian government. Aid agencies need 

the collective backing of donor governments to enforce 
principled parameters to assistance and reach these pop-
ulations without putting them in jeopardy.

STRATEGIC CONSEQUENCES  
OF THE STATUS QUO
Ten years into the conflict, the approach to aid challenges 
in government-controlled areas continues to be piece-
meal, allowing the Syrian government to systematically 
manipulate the response. While much criticism has been 
placed on UN agencies in Damascus for being too close 
to the Syrian government, the reality is that those who 
pushed back were thrown out, and donor governments, 
UN headquarters, or even INGO headquarters did little 
to reform the aid response. This inertia was not due to a 
dearth of information on the problems. Numerous reports 
and evaluations highlighted these issues and provided 
recommendations for addressing these challenges.267 

The country is now at an inflection point. The government 
controls more territory, and more aid funds may be cen-
tralized through Damascus with the potential end of the 
UN cross-border response and moves toward early recov-

ery and reconstruction. Yet, the 
ongoing fundamental challenges 
to the response risk embedding 
the deep socio-economic issues 
and oppression which led to the 
conflict. Western donor govern-
ments will soon lose their chance 
to change that trajectory.

The push to centralize all aid 
through Damascus is stronger 
than ever, in part due to the 
efforts of Assad’s ally, Russia. 
Russia has made inroads with 
regional actors hoping to reinstate 
relations with Bashar al-Assad 
as the United States has grown 
more hesitant to strategically and 
diplomatically invest in Syria. 
At the Security Council, Russia 
has threatened to eviscerate the 
entire UN cross-border mandate 
since 2019. 

The UN Security Council meets to discuss the situation in Syria on July 14, 2014 at the 
United Nations in New York. 
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The ongoing fundamental 
challenges to the response risk 
embedding the deep socio-
economic issues and oppression 
which led to the conflict. 
Western donor governments 
will soon lose their chance 
to change that trajectory. 

These political machinations could effectively funnel even 
more aid through the aforementioned system. Without a 
more comprehensive strategy for cross-border advocacy, 
Russia can continue to use the bi-yearly vote as an op-
portunity to extract concessions. Russia, not inclined to 
pay for Syria’s estimated $400 billion reconstruction, has 
been pushing for others to fit the bill. It could similarly 
use the cross-border vote to extract concessions on re-
construction-like assistance in the future. But they may 
not have to. Some UN officials have also been pushing for 
reconstruction activities to begin without implementing 
any of the basic recommendations to reform humanitarian 
assistance.268 One former UN official who worked in Syria 
for years was incredulous, noting the depths of corruption 
endemic in UN attempts to rehabilitate Palestinian areas 
even before 2011: “I don’t think you can expect that the 
regime will have learned something in the past nine years 
and suddenly think, we just need to compromise a bit and 
be open to different opinions. They will be just as vindictive 
because it worked for them.”269 

The need to move away from emergency assistance is 
just as necessary in government-controlled areas as oth-
er parts of the country, but donor governments need to 
clarify these gaps at the geographic and beneficiary level 
to create principled parameters for assistance. As the in-
ternational community sleepwalks into normalization and 
reconstruction-like activities, the Syrian government and 
its friends have carefully positioned themselves to gain, 
and many of those most in need to lose. As this process 
progresses, donor governments and aid agencies have even 
less visibility on the ground, making it difficult to gauge 
how assistance is impacting communities. Without that 
understanding, humanitarian aid (or any other kind of 
assistance) could harden the social inequalities and repres-
sion that led to the conflict, sowing the seeds for future 
decades of instability. Regional and human security will 
remain elusive unless there is a comprehensive evaluation 
of how aid programming is assessed and pressure to finally 
implement much-needed reforms. 
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CONCLUSION
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For governments keen to stabilize the region, reaching 
people in need and enhancing human security should be 
a strategic imperative. If people are deprived, uprooted, 
and traumatized for another 10 years, there will be long-
term consequences for regional and economic stability as 
that population grasps for alternatives. Authorities in the 
country have already exploited their desperation by using 
Syrians as mercenaries and human pawns in other parts of 
the world. Those who were children when the war started 
are now severely traumatized adults with little hope for 
their futures. 

Aid alone cannot save Syria. Continuous negotiations to 
mitigate interference and violence must be an integral 
part of the plan to help Syrians. President Biden said in 
September 2021 at the UN General Assembly that “We 
[the international community] need relentless diplo-
macy” instead of military might. Relentless diplomacy 
is also needed to facilitate assistance and secure those 
gains for beneficiaries in Syria. Strengthened diplomacy 
will be needed on the ground and in Western capitals 
to maintain ceasefires and act upon the evidence-based 
recommendations developed in a joint evaluation of the 
response. On the ground, more consistent negotiations 
with de facto authorities could mitigate interference and 
allow the response to move beyond emergency assistance. 

Through collective diplomacy, donor governments have 
more leverage than they think to implement reforms. 
Government-controlled areas are heavily dependent on 
foreign aid. A thoughtful “carrot and stick” approach with 

id became one of the few tangible Western 
government policies to reduce suffering 
and contain one of the worst man-made 
humanitarian crises of this century. That 
dependence on aid has amplified its vul-
nerability to interference. For a decade, 

the Syrian government has learned how to game the aid 
system. Other de facto authorities in Syria are learning 
as well. 

The consequences of another decade of the disjointed ap-
proach to assistance run deeper than individual instances of 
diversion. Day-to-day crisis management forces donor gov-
ernments, the aid community, and beneficiaries to muddle 
through choices that will have far-reaching ramifications 
for the future of Syria. If Western donor governments’ 
desired end state for Syria is as conservative as reducing 
the chances of further displacement and an Islamic State 
reemergence, current policies fail to reach these goals. 

Donor governments must fundamentally shift their ap-
proach to secure the gains made with aid response and 
mitigate the negative consequences. Shifting away from the 
emergency response in a principled way requires greater 
transparency, diplomacy, and security. 

Greater transparency in the response is needed to iden-
tify the persistent gaps and the extent of the bleed. In 
government-held areas, the manipulation has reached 
a point where it is difficult to decipher how assistance 
reaches communities or beneficiaries in need and what 
gets diverted along the way. In other areas of control, fear 
of a suspension of aid has suppressed efforts to mitigate 
interference. Syrian beneficiaries, NGOs, and aid workers pay 
the price. Local aid workers are simultaneously responsible 
for reporting on interference and mismanagement and told 
to keep quiet. Donor governments have transferred many 
of the financial, legal, and physical risks to them as the 
major implementers and monitors on the ground. Such an 
environment is not only unethical, but it is not conducive 
to providing principled assistance. 

Given the siloed nature of the response, donor govern-
ments will need to take on a joint evaluation of the current 
response. They are the only actors that can request confi-
dential information from partners and collectively address 
the findings. Such a task will require far better coordination 
between humanitarian and stabilization actors and donor 
governments themselves. 

If Western donor governments’ 
desired end state for Syria is 
as conservative as reducing 
the chances of further 
displacement and an Islamic 
State reemergence, current 
policies fail to reach these goals. 

A
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the goal of providing genuine access to people in need is 
not just achievable but necessary given what is at stake. 

In northern and eastern Syria, a united aid and donor 
community has the leverage to mitigate interference and 
allow the response to move beyond emergency assistance to 
early recovery. Hay’at Tahrir al Sham is looking to reform its 
image and acknowledges that it does not have the resources 
to secure its territory or assist everyone in need. Turkey 
also needs foreign assistance to contain the humanitarian 
crisis in the northwest, but donor governments will likely 
need to engage in more consistent discussions with the 
Turkish government on its other Syria-related concerns 
to rein in its interference in aid and local governance. In 
the northeast, donor governments, especially the United 
States, have the influence to decrease interference in the 
response and in service provision, notably education. 

Consistent diplomacy is also necessary to seal gains in 
the aid sector and solve humanitarian problems that aid 
alone cannot. Furious negotiations every few months 
just before the cross-border vote at the Security Council 
hold the response in northwestern Syria in limbo, risking 
millions of lives and impeding a shift to more sustainable 
forms of assistance. Donor governments and the United 
Nations must find a way to reduce the dependence on the 
Security Council resolution. Otherwise, Russia will contin-
ue to use its veto card at the Security Council to weaken 
northwestern Syria, making the future of the aid response 
uncertain. They can also extract concessions from the P3 
(the United States, the United Kingdom, and France) and 
other donor countries for its ally, Bashar al-Assad, at the 
expense of those in need. More regular high-level negotia-
tions with Turkish officials on facilitating the cross-border 
response and on security in northern Syria are also needed 
to encourage the Turkish government to use their role as 
a facilitator, rather than as a spoiler.

Maintaining ceasefires is vital for moving past the emer-
gency response. Needed infrastructural improvements 
across northern and eastern Syria will be lost if violence 
uproots populations. A decentralized but economically 
integrated Syria will also reduce dependence on tenuous 
and unreliable life-saving assistance. Waiting to make these 
improvements for a concrete conclusion to the conflict 
that may never come is also unacceptable. 

It may seem controversial to see aid as a strategic impera-
tive. But not doing so endangers any possibility for donor 
governments to help Syrians and provide a modicum of 

stability in Syria and beyond. While the world is eager to 
deprioritize Syria to confront emerging crises and threats 
worldwide, Russia is taking advantage of the donor govern-
ments’ lack of a comprehensive plan. U.S. and EU officials 
continue to stress that a political solution to the conflict 
must be based on the principles of UNSCR 2254 and that 
reconstruction will not begin until a legitimate political 
transition is underway.270 However, as Steven Heydemann 
notes, Russia could convince the Syrian government to 
enter a nominal or symbolic power-sharing agreement. 
Such an arrangement would preserve the Assad govern-
ment’s authority, strengthen its claims to legitimacy, and 
meet EU requirements for the provision of financial aid 
for reconstruction.271 Yet, it would still fail to address the 
core problems in the aid response.

The Assad government is reengaging with the world and 
is on the path to controlling more international assistance 
and territory. Western donor governments will lose the 
limited leverage they had to create better outcomes for 
Syrians if conscientious reforms as part of a more holistic 
strategy for the country are not made now. Abetting the 
Syrian government and human rights violators at the ex-
pense of those in need exacerbates the deprivation that is 
evident today, prolonging displacement and forcing further 
displacement for the foreseeable future. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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 piecemeal approach to aid in Syria will no longer suffice. 
It has left catastrophic gaps in the response, potentially en-
trenching the injustice and deprivation which launched the 
protest movement and will destabilize the region for decades 
to come. A rethink is long overdue, and time is running out to 
repair the damage, prevent future crises, and ensure stability. 

While aid cannot solve the Syrian conflict, it can enhance the resilience of 
communities if paired with a more strategic approach to diplomacy and nego-
tiations. A new approach will require donor governments and aid agencies to 
collectively focus on four principle axes: 

1. Informed Action: Conduct a rigorous and contextual evaluation of the 
challenges to assistance from the community to the country level. 

2. Diplomacy: Negotiate with international and local stakeholders to mitigate 
interference and stabilize the country to secure gains of the response. 

3. Resilience: Improve communities’ abilities to withstand shocks to the 
emergency aid response. 

4. Facilitation: Reduce unnecessary bureaucratic impediments and risks 
to assistance where possible. 

INFORMED ACTION
An evaluation of the impact of the Syria response is long overdue. As Griffith’s 
2017 review noted, there is an “obvious planning need to look over the horizon 
and formulate joint, long-term positions to emerging issues that are likely to 
have significant implications on our core principles and values.”272 Ensuring 
that aid does not entrench nefarious actors’ chosen demographic reality is es-
sential for upholding basic humanitarian principles and the concept of “do no 
harm.” This would entail an independent assessment of gaps in the response 
and systematic diversion. The ongoing work of such an evaluation would also 
seek to disclose more information on subcontractors, vendors, and hiring prac-
tices. Donor governments and aid groups could then more effectively target 
programming and advocacy for the future of aid in Syria.

Specifically, donor governments should:

 ▪ Create a donor government-led transatlantic working group for Syria, 
composed of regional experts and those experienced in various aid 
sectors, to inform the aid response moving forward and operationalize 
humanitarian principles in practice. Specifically, this group would:

 ▪ Conduct an assessment of geographic gaps in the aid response 
at the sub-district level by identifying the types and quantity of 
projects and aid provided in each area. The UN OCHA-produced 
gap analysis could be useful in this regard.

 ▪ Monitor how delays and impediments to certain beneficiaries 
skew the response.

 ▪ Investigate sub-contracts—for vendors and implementors—to 

A
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ensure that aid is not being given to actors engaged in human 
rights violations. 

 ▪ Conduct an audit of the response through randomly selected proj-
ects to identify how severe manipulation, corruption, and diversion 
is throughout the aid response. Calculate, as far as possible, how 
much of every aid dollar reaches beneficiaries.

 ▪ Explore secure and anonymous ways to collect feedback from ben-
eficiaries throughout the country that do not depend on physical 
monitors.

 ▪ Use the results to inform priorities for the response, including 
discussions via the regional dialogue mechanism between the 
humanitarian coordinator and donor government representatives.

 ▪ Review, adapt, and better harmonize donor government regulatory 
frameworks of engagement with local actors on interference to both 
facilitate aid and create collective leverage to combat violations of 
humanitarian principles and aid manipulation.

 ▪ Support a coordination and information-sharing mechanism between 
stabilization, humanitarian, and development aid to reduce gaps and 
duplication of efforts as well as to harmonize the response.

 ▪ Prioritize an assessment of the local context before planning and imple-
menting projects.

 ▪ Work with local councils but also other local groups such as farmers’ 
associations and civil society activists to identify beneficiaries and 
priorities. Ensure that such contextual analysis is complemented 
by experts in these communities outside the country.

DIPLOMACY AND NEGOTIATIONS
Donor governments with a stake in Syria should engage in more consistent and 
conscientious diplomacy and negotiations. This should occur at the local level 
to mitigate interference and at the regional and international level to maintain 
ceasefires. Reducing violence will help to stabilize the response and secure the 
gains made with foreign assistance. These stakeholders should understand 
the full humanitarian and international security implications of a full Syrian 
government return to northern and eastern Syria in the near future. Dialogue 
on a way forward in Syria should do everything possible to limit the return of 
the Syrian government’s security apparatus and to promote a more integrated 
economy but decentralized federal structure. 

At the local level, donor governments and the aid community should:

 ▪ Provide the Access Working Group and the NES Forum, or another 
empowered mediator, with the resources and backing they need to 
conduct negotiations on behalf of the aid sector in northwestern and 
northeastern Syria. 

 ▪ Negotiate collectively to stop interference in the aid response. In gov-
ernment-held areas, the findings of the transatlantic working group 
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recommended in the previous section should inform negotiations with 
key actors, including the Syrian government and Russia. The Humanitar-
ian Task Force and the new regional dialogue mechanism, which allows 
donor government representatives to discuss aid challenges with the 
UN resident coordinator and humanitarian coordinator in Syria, could 
be one avenue to elevate concerns.273

 ▪ Relieve humanitarian organizations from the burden of presenting redlines 
to the Syrian government and quasi-governmental organizations in Syria. 
This will capitalize on the collective leverage of donor governments and 
the aid community to ensure that humanitarian principles are prioritized 
and also protect aid workers on the ground from retribution. 

At the regional level, hold consistent high-level diplomatic discussions with 
Turkey on Syria:

 ▪ Address water concerns, particularly in the northeast. Turkey has con-
trol over the Euphrates River, including the Alok water station, and to a 
limited extent the Euphrates’ tributary, the Khabour River. While Turkey 
cannot control low rainfall, the government may be able to release greater 
amounts of water to mitigate the effects on electricity and water supply 
southwards, preventing the collapse of the Tabqa and Tishreen dams. 
Ensure that negotiations are evidence-based to understand Turkey’s 
own ecological limitations to ameliorating water scarcity issues in Syria. 

 ▪ Consult with Turkey on its security concerns and mediate negotiations 
between the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and the Turkish government. 
Turkish domestic politics may curtail the possibility for a comprehensive 
peace now, but ongoing dialogue could lower the intensity of the conflict, 
which has been a destabilizing factor in the response. 

 ▪ Work with Turkey to address common security issues, including crimi-
nality and inter-factional fighting of Syrian National Army (SNA) groups. 

 ▪ Address concerns over human rights and housing, land, and property 
issues in Turkey/SNA-controlled areas and create a framework for in-
creased international engagement in these areas.

 ▪ Facilitate aid work cross-border for local and international NGOs. 

Engage with neighboring countries on refugee issues and normalization. The 
countries neighboring Syria have been tremendously affected by the war in Syria 
from refugee influxes to economic repercussions. As such, they are looking to 
reengage with the Assad government in spite of sanctions.

 ▪ Work with these countries to safeguard non-refoulement. Syria is not 
safe, and often refugees have no home to return to.

 ▪ Rapidly expand third-country resettlement efforts. The U.S. government 
especially should prioritize the resettlement of Syrian refugees for hu-
manitarian reasons and as a good faith effort with European and Middle 
Eastern countries that have been hosting millions of Syrian refugees. 

 ▪ Work with Arab countries to better understand how their outreach to 
the Assad government could bring about behavioral change and help 
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to shape those discussions for the benefit of humanitarian conditions. 
Currently, the “step for step” process appears to be steps taken by donor 
governments and regional actors to be more flexible, with no gestures 
from the Syrian government to reciprocate. It will be difficult to take 
back advances toward normalization once they occur. Capitalizing on 
any steps now for the benefit of Syrians is essential and time sensitive. 

 ▪ Work with regional allies such as Jordan to respond to crises within their 
power to address, such as Rukban camp, which straddles the Jordanian 
border.

At the international level, donor governments and other member states should:

 ▪ Work with member states to advocate for the renewal of the United Na-
tions’ cross-border mandate and for the unalienable right to unfettered 
humanitarian assistance more broadly under international law. 

 ▪ Secure ceasefires in negotiations with other members states.

 ▪ Find an acceptable solution to the issues of al-Hol and Roj camps. The 
issue is complex, but children growing up in these camps risk greater 
marginalization and radicalization every passing day. 

 ▪ Foreign governments, in collaboration with humanitarian organi-
zations and social workers, should screen camp families in north-
eastern Syria for potential repatriation or reintegration. 

 ▪ Provide additional resources for reintegration to better support 
and follow up with families once they leave the camp. 

RESILIENCE
Stability is needed to shift to programming that promotes greater resilience 
in communities. In turn, more livelihoods and more sustainable shelter and 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) programming will enhance the stability 
of the response by reducing dependence on emergency assistance. 

Recently, member states have refocused on the term “early recovery” to en-
compass these efforts. However, it should be noted that “early recovery” has 
varying definitions, with some alluding to building state capacities.274 There are 
legal and reasonable objections to pursuing that line of work for donor govern-
ments, especially in government-held areas, as the two most commonly cited 
definitions of early recovery mention stabilizing national capacities or building 
“core state capacity to manage political, security and development processes.”275 
The Global Cluster for Early Recovery emphasizes that early recovery should 
base “interventions on a thorough understanding of the context to address 
root causes and vulnerabilities as well as immediate results of crisis [through] 
reducing risk, promoting equality and preventing discrimination.”276 Therefore, 
any shift to “early recovery” work should acknowledge these limitations and 
the broader debate on the efficacy of such programming during an ongoing 
conflict.277 Donor governments should avoid unconsciously walking into such 
activities where principled assistance is not possible.
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 ▪ Shift from life-saving humanitarian assistance to activities that boost 
communities’ resilience when possible to do so in a principled way. 
Specifically:

 ▪ Increase support to the health and education sectors (as well as 
tertiary and vocational education).

 ▪ Provide livelihoods support and electronic vouchers, especially in 
the northeast and northwest where UN assistance is uncertain. 
Vouchers that can be used with local businesses may avoid some 
of the risks associated with cash vouchers while also boosting the 
local economy.

 ▪ Allocate stabilization or other types of early recovery funds to the 
northwest. Such projects can boost civil society and the education 
sector and provide a check on local governance actors.

 ▪ Work toward more sustainable shelter solutions to withstand 
harsh winters and flooding for millions who live in formal and 
informal camps. 

 ▪ Conduct needs assessments to identify the best ways to move 
those out of camps in the northeast who have been displaced for 
economic reasons. Explore cash assistance as a stop gap for current 
livelihoods deficits due to drought.

 ▪ Develop more environmentally sustainable solutions for service 
delivery. The water, waste, and energy infrastructure in the north-
east, in particular, is dangerously lacking. Identifying near-term 
solutions to adapt to the drought and reduce dangerous levels of 
pollution cannot wait for the end of the conflict. 

 ▪ Evaluate weaknesses in the supply and cold chains in the northeast 
and the northwest (in preparation for the UN cross-border mandate 
not being renewed). Work to establish more reliable linkages that 
can withstand Syrian government or any other country’s interfer-
ence in the supply chain. 

 ▪ Reduce dependence on the Syrian government for the northeast’s 
Covid-19 mitigation plan. 

 ▪ Work with the World Health Organization to anonymize 
vaccine recipients. Using single-dose Johnson and Johnson 
vaccines could be one way to ensure that recipients do 
not have to provide biographical information to receive a 
second dose.

 ▪ Establish a separate cold chain to import vaccines and other 
medical supplies reliably cross-border. 

 ▪ Reduce northwestern Syria’s reliance on the UN cross-border man-
date by identifying gaps in the response should major UN agencies 
stop operations. Efforts should be made to clearly identify what 
individual UN agencies must continue and what operations could 
be reasonably handed over to other organizations. 



Natasha Hall  |  51Rescuing Aid in Syria

 ▪ Member states should also explore ways to reduce the United Na-
tions’ dependence on the Security Council resolution, including 
adding operational caveats to a future resolution or identifying 
legal ways for some UN operations to continue.

 ▪ Build direct donor relationships with Syrian NGOs to reduce the 
dependence on the United Nations or INGOs. 

 ▪ Stimulate economic development.

 ▪ Consider opening the economy between different areas of 
control for limited concessions from the Syrian government. 
Such a move could reduce costs of raw materials for ordinary 
businesspeople and citizens. 

 ▪ Increase support to the livelihoods cluster and mitigate 
interference in tertiary and vocational education programs.

 ▪ Explore alternative employment and training opportunities 
for IDPs in the aid sector. For example, train and employ 
former farmers or construction workers who lost their live-
lihoods to evaluate projects relevant to their field such as 
agricultural and rehabilitation programs. NGOs noted that 
they lack the technical expertise to evaluate such projects, 
and displaced persons may have relevant experience but 
struggle to maintain a livelihood. 

FACILITATION OF AID 
Sanctions and counterterrorism measures serve an important purpose. They 
attempt to eliminate aid diversion to odious characters. For donor governments, 
these laws also represent inescapable legal regulations, further complicating 
the response. However, banks have restricted NGOs operating in Syria from 
receiving and transferring funds, frozen or closed NGOs’ accounts, and declined 
requests to open new accounts due to derisking. Regulations can also backfire, 
creating a climate of secrecy where organizations are punished for honesty. It 
may also prevent them from programming in certain areas. In order to avoid 
the ill and unintended effects of these regulations, donor governments should:

 ▪ Engage in a goodwill dialogue to provide assurance to all parties involved 
in supporting humanitarian activities (e.g., banks, insurance, suppliers, 
shipping companies, and money transfer agencies such as Western Union) 
that they will not be subject to sanctions by supporting humanitarian 
operations.278 This may also reduce the ill effects of these measures on 
remittances, which can be an even more important coping mechanism 
for Syrians than foreign aid. 

 ▪ Develop legal protections for NGOs to negotiate and work alongside 
designated groups. While some donor governments have issued general 
licenses to partners working in northwestern and northeastern Syria, 
others have not. Aligning these regulations among donor governments 
could ease legal risks for implementers.
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 ▪ Over the long term, donor governments should support the creation of 
a viable banking payment channel for swift movement of humanitarian 
funds into Syria. Such a move would not only benefit assistance in Syria 
but also other crises where counterterrorism measures and sanctions 
impede humanitarian programming.

 ▪ Allow humanitarian organizations to operate under the same umbrella as 
the United Nations—which has a broad mandate with different regulations 
and licenses that provide them with more freedom and space for their 
operations. This would also decrease dependence on the UN cross-border 
resolution for some donor governments.279 However, a general license 
should not prevent UN agencies or NGOs from providing information 
on their suppliers and sub-contractors. General licenses such as the U.S. 
Treasury’s Syrian Sanctions Regulations §542.516, which allow UN-fund-
ed programs and NGOs to avoid sanctions, should be used to facilitate 
assistance to those in need, not negate the necessity of vetting suppliers 
and implementing partners for involvement in human rights violations.280

 ▪ For regional organizations (e.g., the European Union), coordinate the 
standards that members use to assess sanctions compliance, enforcement 
strategies, and license-issuing processes.

 ▪ Create or better support hotlines to provide information and advice to 
aid organizations seeking humanitarian exemptions in a timely way for 
emergency operations to proceed.281 The U.S. Office of Foreign Asset Con-
trol has a hotline, but it often takes up to six months to give a response. 

 ▪ Verify vetting reports for local partners through multiple sources. Donor 
governments often hire organizations based outside the country to vet 
potential partners. Analysts noted that NGOs operating in northwestern 
Syria have been blacklisted using incorrect information from one of these 
organizations, severely impacting the response.282
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