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Introduction

With multiple parties and interests en-
gaged, the Syrian crisis marks its twelfth 
anniversary this year and it continues to 
be one of the most complicated and dev-
astating conflicts of our time. The conflict 
has caused immense human suffering, 
including widespread displacement, the 
death of hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple, and indeed the commission of mul-
tiple war crimes and human rights vio-
lations. In this study, we will focus on the 
political and humanitarian situation of 
Northwestern Syria, an area that remains 
outside al-Assad’s control. We will look at 
the humanitarian response to the con-
flict, and the difficulties in addressing war 
crimes perpetrated during the fight. We 
hope that our research will offer a bet-
ter understanding of the complexities of 
the Syrian crisis and the critical need for 
a comprehensive and long-term solution.

Highlights

NORTHWEST SYRIA

 › There are over 4.5 million people liv-
ing in northwest Syria, with more 
than 2.8 million of them being inter-
nally displaced (IDPs). The IDPs lack 
access to essential services and live 
in substandard, damaged, and insuf-
ficient housing. Only in the sub-dis-
trict of Dana, around 75,000 IDPs are 
believed to be people with disabili-
ties, and women and children make 
up 80% of the population. Bread and 
gasoline shortages have become rou-
tine occurrences, and the number of 
individuals experiencing extreme or 
catastrophic need has increased.

 › The education system in northwest-
ern Syria is fractured and under-re-
sourced, with many school build-
ings destroyed or heavily damaged. 
Economic factors continue to be a 
key reason for children not attend-
ing school, with a sharp decline in 
attendance when children become 
adolescents.

 › Russia has been effective in limiting 
life-saving UN cross-border opera-
tions to the Bab al-Hawa crossing 
and compelled the Council resolu-

tion's lengthening to six months.  The 
ultimate goal for fully replacing 
cross-border assistance with cross-
line support would have adverse ef-
fects on the local population blocked 
there and jeopardize a diplomatic set-
tlement of the war.  The idea of unre-
stricted humanitarian access would 
be undermined by the concentra-
tion of UN activities in Damascus, aid 
might be appropriated by Syrian au-
thorities for political and commercial 
ends, and Russian efforts to repair re-
lations with the Syrian regime would 
be accelerated.

 › As two major earthquakes struck the 
border area of Turkey and Syria, mil-
lions of people in areas controlled by 
opposition organisations in north-
west Syria have been cut off from 
essential search-and-rescue rein-
forcements and lifesaving aid due to 
a reluctance to use additional border 
crossings without authorization from 
the Syrian regime or the UN Security 
Council.

The Earth Shakes Under the Bombs: 
12 Years of Conflict and Displacement 
in Northwestern Syria
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2 The Commission of Inquiry on Syrian Arab Republic, report to the 51th regular session of the Human Rights Council

1. Humanitarian 
   assessment 
   overview 

Conflict

Despite a general decrease in large-scale 
hostilities throughout the area since the 
beginning of the conflict in 2011, the se-
curity situation remains highly volatile 
and prone to escalation1. Armed hostil-
ities, air strikes and bombings persist, 
as well as friction between and within 
the various conflicting forces. 

Several attacks - the Syrian Network for 
Human Rights counted 39 attacks in 
2022 - often damaged or destroyed civil-

ian infrastructure and affected food and 
water resources2. This led to a significant 
breakdown in essential services (includ-
ing power), forced humanitarian organ-
izations to temporarily suspend some 
activities, and caused school and work 
disruptions. 

These attacks also caused civilian deaths 
- 1,057 in 20223 - , displacement and fur-
ther destruction.
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https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/iici-syria/report-coi-syria-september2022
https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
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Population

Northwestern Syria remains a complex 
humanitarian and protection emergen-
cy characterized by 12 years of ongoing 
hostilities and their long-term conse-
quences including the largest number 
of internally displaced people. 

With the population reaching approxi-
mately 4.5 million people4, more than 
2.8 million are internally displaced5 - 
with the highest concentration in the 
Idlib governorate -  primarily being forced 
to move due to hostilities, security con-
cerns, and economic deterioration. 

1.8 million of the IDPs live in 1,441 camps 
or informal sites. Most of these sites are 
substandard, damaged, and/ or inade-
quate shelterss and lack basic services6. 

Particularly, in Dana, where more than 
70% of the IDPs of north-west Syria live. 
Women and children represent 80% of 
this caseload7 while more than 75,000 
IDPs are reported to be persons with dis-
ability8.

Also, in NWS routine shortages in basic 
goods, including bread and fuel, have 
become commonplace and the number 
of people living in severe or catastroph-
ic need increased reaching a total of 4.1 
million people (of which 2.91M lives in 
Idlib Governorate). Finally, more recently, 
the accelerating economic deterioration 
has increasingly become an additional 
key driver of needs, compounding vul-
nerabilities even further.

4 OCHA, Situation report January 2023
5 OCHA, Situation report and  2023 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Syrian Arab Republic
6 OCHA, Situation report and  2023 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Syrian Arab Republic
7 OCHA , Situation report January 2023
8 IDPs Sites Integrated Monitoring Matrix 2022

Boys* Girl* Women* Man*

Aleppo* Idlib*

Total Population in Need (PiN)**

Total IDPs in NWS**

No. of IDPs living in camps*

Total Population in NWS*

4,5 M

1 2 3 40 5 Millions

* OCHA e OCHA sitrep (JAN 23)
** Humanitarian needs overview

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/stima/document/situation-report-44-recent-developments-northwest-syria-and-raata-december
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/whole-of-syria/document/2023-humanitarian-needs-overview-syrian-arab-republic
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/whole-of-syria/document/2023-humanitarian-needs-overview-syrian-arab-republic
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/stima/document/situation-report-44-recent-developments-northwest-syria-and-raata-december
https://response.reliefweb.int/turkiye-cross-border/camp-coordination-management
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/stima/documents/table/document-type/situation-report
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-2023-humanitarian-needs-overview-december-2022
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Cholera 

An additional layer of human suffering 
in the conflict-torn area was the an-
nouncement of the first case of cholera 
on September 19th, discovered in the 
Jarablus district of the Aleppo governo-
rate.  Since then it has spread all over the 
area. 

As of January 31st, 24.124 suspected cas-
es have been reported from Idleb and 
19.438 from Aleppo. While a slight de-
crease of cases was observed in the rest 
of Syria compared to 2022, there was an 
increase of cases in some of the sub-dis-
tricts (Dana, Maarat Masrin, Idleb, Azaz, 
and Jarablus)9. 

Given that cholera is a highly conta-
gious diarrheal disease, typically spread 
through contaminated water, it is par-
ticularly dangerous for those living in 
overcrowded, unsanitary environments, 
like IDP camps. Left untreated, it can kill 
within hours due to rapid dehydration.

Poor water and sanitation systems, 
disease surveillance breakdown, the 
collapse of the health system, and de-
teriorated socioeconomic conditions 
aggravate the situation.  

9 Whole of Syria Cholera Outbreak Situation Report no. 12 Issued 31 January 2023

43,562

AleppoIdleb
24,124 19,438

Education

The education system remains fractured 
and under-resourced, limiting the ability 
of children to access education servic-
es regularly. The number of school-age 
children in northwestern Syria reached 
1,835,450, but 44% are out of school10  
- of whom 19% never enrolled in school 
while others dropped out.  

Many school buildings have been de-
stroyed or heavily damaged by years of 
hostilities. Across the governorates, class-
rooms are overcrowded and schools run 
in multiple shifts to decongest class-
rooms. Schools lack basic things like 
school furniture, toilets/sinks, heat water, 
electricity.  Economic factors  continue to 
be a key reason for children/youths’ not 
attending school11.

Economic pressures compounded with 
a lack of upper primary and secondary 
school contribute to a sharp decline in 
attendance when children become ado-
lescents. 

Education activities have also been af-
fected by electricity cuts and the prohibi-
tive cost to run generators needed to heat 
schools, use of computer labs, projectors 
or the internet during school hours. 

Moreover, the public schools network 
runs with insufficient human resources 
working for meager salaries, if they are 
even paid. Also, the deepening econom-
ic crisis is compromising the ability of 
most of the families to afford the cost of 
sending their children to school. 

Finally, military operations compromise 
the safety of the schools and even the 
commute between the school and the 
camps where most of the children live.

Provision of education and safe learning 
spaces is paramount for children’s pro-
tection. Short-term and restricted sup-
port to the education system in North-
western Syria is putting children at risk, 
undermining a whole generation’s liter-
acy levels and increasing their psychoso-
cial distress. Early abandonment of edu-
cation jeopardizes children’s safety as it 
immediately exposes them to other risks 
and forms of abuse like child labour and 
arranged marriage combined with early 
pregnancy. The ripple effect continues 
into adulthood as quality of life dimin-
ishes and opportunities narrow for early 
school leavers.

10 The Joint Education Needs Assessment Report (JENA)
11 2023 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Syrian Arab Republic, consulted March 2023 online

+

Registered 
cholera cases

https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/whole-syria-cholera-outbreak-situation-report-no-12-issued-31-january-2023
https://acu-sy.org/imu_reports/jena-02-jan2022/
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/whole-of-syria/document/2023-humanitarian-needs-overview-syrian-arab-republic
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Long term effects of displacement

Internal displacement has many impacts 
on the lives of IDPs, their hosts and the 
communities they leave behind. 

The consequences are felt more as time 
passes - in Syria it has been 12 years - 
and determines: the deterioration of the 
economy and widespread poverty; lack 
and loss of livelihoods and documenta-
tion; destruction and loss of housing and 
property; prolonged and multiple cycles 
of displacement; substandard living 
conditions; scarcity of natural resources. 

In particular, the lack/loss of civil doc-
umentation has a hardened effect on  
groups with specific vulnerabilities like 
women and children. It limits the ability 
to inherit property, get custody of chil-
dren,  or register children born. Regis-
tration provides official recognition of a 
child’s existence, identity and nationality. 
Unregistered children may face difficul-
ties in accessing basic services and rights. 
Furthermore, the lack of documentation 
compounds a series of existing protec-
tion risks and vulnerabilities in terms of 
freedom of movement and increased 
risk of statelessness, and limits even the 

ability to access humanitarian assistance 
or ask for protection.  

These situations only provide a glimpse 
of the multiple factors which continue 
to cause significant stress and, in many 
cases, explicit psychological trauma.  
For IDPs, as for all the population, signif-
icant and prolonged psychological trau-
ma is evident, yet is unreported due to 
lack of resources (staff and infrastructure) 
to assess and address their specific needs. 

As the war continues, the deterioration 
of macroeconomic conditions deepens 
and appears to worsen further. The com-
bined effects of currency depreciation, 
soaring prices, reduced fiscal revenue 
and increasing domestic debt and wide-
spread losses in livelihoods have plunged 
additional segments of the population 
into humanitarian need. In Novem-
ber 202212, the national average price of 
WFP’s standard reference food basket 
reached its highest ever recorded level 
since monitoring started in 2013. The fi-
nancial distress in which IDPs find them-
selves can limit integration and ability to 
secure livelihoods after displacement.

12 WFP Syria Country Brief December 2022

https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000146796/download/?_ga=2.249359621.324011744.1677686915-1700256081.1676282912
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The situation of vulnerability described 
in the previous section is directly related 
to a complex scenario of colliding politi-
cal and military interests in the same re-
gion, where life-saving humanitarian aid 
has become a bargaining chip of differ-
ent value for each party to the conflict. In 
fact, the main reasons why humanitar-
ian needs have starkly increased there 
since 2020 are the access constraints to 
humanitarian assistance itself and the 
decrease of funds for the response in 
this area, all accentuated by the Ukraine 
War. Both from a political and a human-
itarian perspective, Northwestern Syria is 

a bubble in the making that is about to 
burst once again. 

Since the first years of the conflict, this 
has been a contested territory, with Idlib 
having changed hands several times in 
the past 12 years and Northern Aleppo 
having been indirectly occupied by Tur-
key13. As a result of years of conflict, insur-
gence, alliances and military interests, 
the area is actually fragmented into two 
major power centers controlled by the 
non-state armed group HTS and the last 
remnant of the revolutionary movement 
under the name of the Syrian Interim 
Government and the SNA14. 

2. Civilians caught in the crossfire

13 AP Explains Turkey’s ‘Operation Olive Branch’ in Afrin, Syria
14 The list of non-state armed groups in northwestern Syria is fairly extensive and diverse in terms of af-
filiations and motivations. While the SNA is the natural successor of the Free Syrian Army Forces and it is 
supposed to operate under the rule of the Syrian Interim Government sitting in Azaz (Aleppo), in reality 
Turkey wields complete power over these institutions. On the other hand, HTS was founded in 2017 mainly 
from a scission of the Jabhat al-Nusra Front, linked to Al-Qaeda, and other islamist groups, and founded 
an opposing Salvation Government that rules from Idlib. More information on the complicated identities 
and affiliations of non-state armed groups in the area can be found in: Introduction | Strategies of Turkish 
proxy warfare in northern Syria

More recently, and after two cross-border 
Turkish military campaigns that consoli-
dated its control over parts of the Syrian 
territory, the al–Assad regime launched 
a new military offensive to retake Idlib15 - 
Turkey’s area of influence - at the end of 
2019. The offensive generated the largest 
displacement of the population since the 
beginning of the war, pushing further 
north almost one million people fleeing 
the bombs and the regime16. Tension es-
calated to such an extent between the 
regime, its ally Russia, and Turkey that 
the latter two came close to direct con-
flict. Disaster was averted through an 
unsatisfying and inconclusive ceasefire 
agreement: Russia accepted the pres-
ence of Turkey-backed militants con-
trolling the border, and halted Assad’s 
attempts to replicate the siege of Aleppo 
in the neighboring city of Idlib17. 

This clash of interests has led to the 
current humanitarian catastrophe and 
keeps the population in limbo. As of to-

day, around 20% of the Syrian popula-
tion lives in just approximately 4% of the 
territory, with 65% of the area’s basic in-
frastructure inoperable and 90% of the 
population dependent on humanitarian 
aid18. Due to forced relocation, shelling, 
and sieges by the regime, more than 
two thirds of the current northwestern 
residents are indeed displaced from 
other areas of the country.

Despite the vast dimension of needs, the 
northwest is compelled to depend on a 
single UN-sponsored cross-border initia-
tive with supply shipments from Turkey 
through the Bab al-Hawa border cross-
ing. However, this has not always been 
the case. 

In 2014, the Security Council granted 
the UN its first authorization to send 
supplies across borders to Syria’s oppo-
sition-held regions without Damascus’ 
consent, motivated by the extended use 
of aggressive sieges by the regime forces 
to retake territory19. 

15 Turkish troops in Syria threatened at Idlib outposts - Al-Monitor: Independent, trusted coverage of  
      the Middle East
16 UN Commission of Inquiry on Syria: Unprecedented levels of displacement and dire conditions for  
      civilians in the Syrian Arab Republic | OHCHR
17 Russia, Turkey reach cease-fire deal in northwestern Syria | AP News
18 Syria’s Earthquake Victims Are Trapped by Assad. Foreign Policy
19 Syrian Lives in Peril: The Fight to Preserve Syria’s Last Humanitarian Border Crossing | Atlantic Council (2021)

https://www.voanews.com/a/ap-explains-turkeys-operation-olive-branch-afrin-syria/4219146.html
https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/introduction/
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/introduction/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/12/turkey-syria-russia-idlib-turkish-outposts-came-under-threat.html
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2020/03/un-commission-inquiry-syria-unprecedented-levels-displacement-and-dire?LangID=E&NewsID=25638
https://apnews.com/article/moscow-syria-turkey-international-news-recep-tayyip-erdogan-e70a96d67ec37e4908a71adab85bc096
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/02/07/syria-earthquake-aid-assad/?s=31
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep33458
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Initially, this mandate encompassed four 
crossing sites, allowing UN agencies ac-
cess to southern, northern, and eastern 
Syria in addition to the northwestern 
part of the country. That policy, however, 
is tied to political discussions in the UN 
Security Council, where Russia, the main 
ally of the oppressive regime of al-Assad, 
pushed on council members to limit the 
mechanism over time using its veto pow-
er. Ultimately, Moscow was successful in 
confining the UN’s cross-border activi-
ties to Bab al-Hawa crossing, after heat-
ed discussions in late 2019 and mid-2020, 
during which Russia and China used 
their veto power to reject resolutions 
renewing the mandate three times20. 
Finally, during the renewal vote in July 
2022, Russia forced the reduction of the 
Council resolution to 6 months and the 
compromise to transition to reconstruc-
tion funds.

The ultimate objective of Russia is to 
completely dismantle the cross-border 
mechanism and transition to cross-line 
assistance, but consequences would be 
pernicious for the population trapped in 
the area and undermine the political res-
olution of the conflict. On the one hand, 
the humanitarian situation would quickly 
deteriorate if the cross-border mandate 
expires because NGOs would not be able 
to cover for UN agencies’ operations21. On 
the other hand, the centralization of UN 
humanitarian operations in Damascus 
would erode the principle of unhindered 
humanitarian access even further; given 
that the Syrian government frequent-
ly denies UN agencies access to areas 
controlled by the opposition as a way of 
war22. Moreover, international analysts 
have documented the sophisticated and 
institutional methods of aid co-option by 
Syrian officials, resulting in a large-scale 

22 Extensive bibliography has described and documented the practice of sieges and hunger as a weapon 
by the Syrian regime, but also by  other parties to the conflict. The most notorious source is the report pub-
lished by the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic in May 2018, 
“SIEGES AS A WEAPON OF WAR: Encircle, starve, surrender, evacuate.”

20 A Vital Humanitarian Mandate for Syria’s North West | Crisis Group
21 Syrian Lives in Peril: The Fight to Preserve Syria’s Last Humanitarian Border Crossing | Atlantic Council (2021)

23 Rigging the System: Government Policies Co-Opt Aid and Reconstruction Funding in Syria | HRW
24 Jacob Kurtzer,Will Todman. The Possible End of Cross-border Aid in Syria,2020.

mechanism of aid diversion for political 
and economic purposes23. Consequently, 
UN funding would most likely be chan-
neled to areas of interest for the Syrian 
regime, which could bring Western do-
nors to decrease their funding. Finally, 
the concentration of UN operations 
in Damascus would also hasten Rus-

sian efforts to normalize relations with 
the Syrian government and thwart in-
ternational efforts to promote a long-
term and politically neutral resolution 
to the Syrian conflict and accountabil-
ity to the crimes committed by all the 
parties24.

https://snhr.org/blog/2023/01/24/snhrs-12th-annual-report-most-notable-human-rights-violations-in-syria-in-2022/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/PolicyPaperSieges_29May2018.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/PolicyPaperSieges_29May2018.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/PolicyPaperSieges_29May2018.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/PolicyPaperSieges_29May2018.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/vital-humanitarian-mandate-syrias-north-west
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep33458
https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/06/28/rigging-system/government-policies-co-opt-aid-and-reconstruction-funding-syria
http://resp.llas.ac.cn/C666/handle/2XK7JSWQ/282763
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3. Questions mark:  
    life after the Earthquake

After years of stagnation and progres-
sive degradation of humanitarian space, 
the context underwent a radical change 
because of two major earthquakes and 
hundreds of aftershocks that devastated 
southern Turkey and northern Syria on 
February 625. As a result, millions of peo-
ple in areas controlled by opposition or-
ganizations in northwest Syria have been 
mostly cut off from essential search-and-
rescue reinforcements and lifesaving aid.

While Turkey apparently authorized aid 
to be delivered through two additional 
border crossings on February 8, UN agen-
cies were reluctant to use them in the 
absence of authorisation from the Syrian 
regime or the UN Security Council. As a  
consequence, earthquake survivors in 
northwestern Syria were forced to rely 
on pre-positioned but insufficient and 
inadequate reserves of aid given prior 
to the earthquake. 

This situation continued for eight days 
until late on February 13, when the Syr-
ian regime finally conceded permission 
to open two additional border-crossings 
in the north. 

Nevertheless, expert voices on interna-
tional law argued for days about the ir-
relevance of the regime’s permission to 
activate a full cross-border emergency 
response with search-and-rescue teams. 
Amnesty International issued a state-
ment in July 202226 citing expert guid-
ance commissioned by the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) stating that in exceptional situa-
tions, such as when a country is unlaw-
fully obstructing life-saving assistance 
for a portion of its civilian population, 
international organizations may "con-
duct temporary humanitarian relief 
operations to bring life-saving sup-
plies" without the consent of parties to 
a conflict. 

25 Two earthquakes of 7.8 and 7.5-degrees struck near the Turkey/Syria border
26 Syria/UN: UN General Assembly must take responsibility for ensuring aid continues to reach civilians in 
      need - Amnesty International

27 The letter published in 2023 and additional legal resources are compiled under an international initiative 
and supported by eminent experts in international and humanitarian law. Cross Border Aid into Syria is Legal

Even more, just weeks before the earth-
quake struck, 16 international jurists, in-
cluding former judges of the Internation-
al Court of Justice, signed a letter on the 
same lines, providing legal arguments 
to overturn Russia’s and al-Assad narra-
tive27. The jurists said: “Overly cautious in-
terpretations of international law should 
not risk the lives of millions who continue 
to rely on cross-border aid in the north 
and north-west, nor should they be al-
lowed to change and politicize the land-
scape of international humanitarian law.

Even more disappointingly, the impact 
of the opening of two additional border 
crossings is pyrrhic. At the time of writ-
ing, 617 trucks carrying humanitarian aid 
have reached the area outside Assad's 
control, but less than 25% have done 
so through the rehabilitated crossing 
points28. Moreover, the authorisation is 
tied to humanitarian aid, excluding ac-
cess for search-and-rescue teams and 

heavy machinery to clear the rubble and 
rebuild houses.

As the three-month authorization term 
expires, the debate over renewing the 
Security Council resolution that keeps 
Bab al-Hawa open regardless of Da-
mascus' desire will be reignited. Once 
again the people of northwestern Syria 
will face their fate without guarantees 
for a safe future. The fear is justified by 
Assad’s strategy during the week-long 
negotiations, trying to obtain a lifting of 
international sanctions in exchange for 
permission to use border crossings that 
he does not even control. The removal of 
the sanctions would de facto mean the 
normalization of relations with the re-
gime and the return from international 
ostracism29.

The Assad regime has been accused of 
committing widespread human rights 
abuses, including torture, arbitrary de-
tention, and extrajudicial killings. 

28 North-west Syria - 2023 Earthquakes: Humanitarian Response | Digital Situation Reports
29  Syria’s Assad regime sees opportunity in earthquake aftermath - The Washington Post

https://www.usgs.gov/news/featured-story/m78-and-m75-kahramanmaras-earthquake-sequence-near-nurdagi-turkey-turkiye
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/07/syria-un-un-general-assembly-must-take-responsibility-for-ensuring-aid-continues-to-reach-civilians-in-need/
https://www.crossborderislegal.org/
https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/syria/card/1Uqsq3Vfgx/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/02/15/assad-syria-opportunity-sanctions-lifted-aid/
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With an estimated 306,887 direct ci-
vilian deaths over the first 10 years of 
war, the Syrian population is the main 
and only victim of the conflict. It is still 
only a partial account of deaths overall, 
as estimates of non-civilian casualties 
and deaths brought on by the indirect 
effects of the conflict, primarily through 
the denial or restricted access to basic 
needs like food, water and health servic-
es, would be necessary to complete the 
picture of the toll sustained30.

Normalising ties with the regime could 
be seen as condoning these actions, 
undermining any efforts to bring ac-
countability for human rights viola-
tions31. 

It could also undermine efforts to support 
the opposition and promote democratic 
reforms in Syria, alienate other countries 
in the region, and create diplomatic ten-
sions. Additionally, the Syrian economy 
has been devastated by the conflict, and 
normalising ties with the regime could 
provide financial support and resources 
to a government that has been accused 
of using those resources to enrich itself 
at the expense of the Syrian people.

31 A chronological list of the most important events during the 12 years of war and the list of sieges and 
     chemical weapons attacks recognised by independent international bodies can be found in Annex 2.

30 OHCHR Report A/HRC/50/68
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Northwest Syria's future was already 
jeopardized before the earthquake. Any 
attempt to economically revitalize the 
region without a bold solution to cease 
military operations and political factions' 
battle for power will not benefit civilians in 
the long run, particularly in terms of basic 
rights. The aftermath of the devastating 
earthquake will have a significant impact 
on people’s quality of life in the following 
months. When the Syrian regime slows 
and prevents supplies to the northwest 
in order to gain political advantage, HTS 
stops the little help arriving from govern-
ment-held areas, and the West shows no 

genuine urgency in aiding the region, a 
new red line in terms of breach of the Ge-
neva Conventions is being crossed32.

The illegitimate blockade of humanitari-
an aid through border crossings outside 
the UN framework is the ultimate exam-
ple of the regime's weaponisation of aid. 
Not only are the border crossings not un-
der the regime's control, but its intention 
has been clear from the outset: resource 
grabbing, disregard for the suffering of 
the population in areas beyond its control, 
and the punishment of the population it-
self for its perceived political alignment. 

4. Conclusion

32 So Close Yet So Far: The Political and Economic Isolation of Northwest Syria. The Tahrir Institute for Middle East

The Syrian conflict has been marked by 
numerous war crimes and human rights 
abuses committed by various parties to 
the conflict. Addressing these issues 
and holding those responsible ac-
countable is a complex and multifacet-
ed challenge that requires: 

Protect the cross-border human-
itarian framework for the displaced 
population as the only current mecha-
nism that is able to guarantee the deliv-
ery of impartial and independent assis-
tance. 

Support the work of the Independent 
International Commission of Inquiry on 
Syria. The United Nations has established 
a mechanism to investigate and prose-
cute war crimes committed in Syria, but 
it needs the support of the international 
community to be effective. Countries and 
organizations can contribute to this effort 
by providing funding and resources to the 
mechanism and supporting its work dip-
lomatically. 

War crimes have been committed 
by many different actors in the Syrian 
conflict, including government forces, 
opposition groups, and foreign powers. 
All those responsible must be held ac-
countable, regardless of their position 
or affiliation. Civil society organizations, 
human rights defenders, and victims' 
groups can play an important role in 
documenting and advocating for jus-
tice in Syria. All in all, no normalisation of 
diplomatic relations with perpetrators of 
such violations can take place without 
accountability for the victims. 

Ensure access to justice and repa-
rations: victims of war crimes and their 
families have a right to justice and rep-
arations. This can include providing ac-
cess to legal proceedings, compensating 
victims for their losses, and providing 
psychosocial support for those who have 
suffered trauma.

Overall, addressing war crimes in Syria 
requires a long-term commitment from 
the international community and a mul-
tifaceted approach that combines legal, 
political, and social measures.

1

3

2
4

https://timep.org/2023/02/20/so-close-yet-so-far-the-political-and-economic-isolation-of-northwest-syria/
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ANNEXESSES

Timeline of Key Events

Syrian civil war begins, with opposition 
groups taking control of parts of the 
country, including Northwestern Syria.

2011

Free Syrian Army (FSA) takes control of 
the city of Aleppo; Kurdish militias begin 
to gain control of parts of Northwest-
ern Syria, including Afrin. Syrian military 
shells the town of Houla in Homs prov-
ince, killing over 100 people; Turkey be-
gins to provide support to the opposition 
and hosts thousands of Syrian refugees.

2012

2013
Syrian government and opposition 
groups attend peace talks in Geneva; the 
Syrian government and Hezbollah be-
gin an offensive in Qusair, near the Leb-
anese border, leading to the displace-
ment of thousands of civilians. Syrian 
government accused of using chemical 
weapons in the town of Ghouta. 2014

Islamic State (ISIS) gains a foothold in 
Northwestern Syria, capturing territory 
from both the Syrian government and 
opposition groups.

2015
Syrian government, with the support of 
Russia, begins offensive in Northwestern 
Syria, reclaiming territory from oppo-
sition groups. Russia begins to provide 
military support to the Syrian govern-
ment, including airstrikes in Northwest-
ern Syria; ISIS launches a series of attacks 
on Kurdish-controlled areas in Northern 
Syria.

2016
Syrian government, with the support 
of Russia, recaptures the city of Aleppo 
from opposition groups after months of 
siege and bombardement. Syrian gov-
ernment launches offensive in Latakia 
province, displacing thousands of civil-
ians; ISIS launches attack on the pre-
dominantly Kurdish town of Kobane.

2017
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), an Islamist 
faction with links to Al-Qaeda, emerges 
as the dominant force in Northwestern 
Syria. Turkey launches a military opera-
tion in Norhtern Syria, dubbed "Opera-
tion Euphrates Shield," aimed at push-
ing back both ISIS and Kurdish militias; 
Russia, Iran, and Turkey meet in Astana, 
Kazakhstan to discuss a political solu-
tion to the Syrian conflict.

2018
Syrian government, with the support 
of Russia, begins major offensive in 
Idlib province, the last major opposition 
stronghold in Northwestern Syria; Tur-
key announces plans to establish a "safe 
zone" in Northern Syria; United States 
conducts raid that results in the death 
of ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

2019
Syrian government, with the support of 
Russia, resumes offensive in Idlib prov-
ince, leading to a humanitarian crisis as 
hundreds of thousands of civilians flee 
the area; Turkey launches military op-
eration in Northeastern Syria, dubbed 
"Operation Peace Spring,"; Syrian gov-
ernment recaptures the city of Daraa, a 
key opposition stronghold in Southern 
Syria.

2020
Turkey launches military operation in 
Northwestern Syria, dubbed "Opera-
tion Spring Shield," in response to Syrian 
government's offensive in Idlib province 
Turkey and Russia reach a deal to create 
a demilitarized zone in Idlib province. 
Clashes between HTS and other armed 
groups erupt in parts of Northwestern 
Syria, leading to displacement of thou-
sands of civilians. 2021

Violence continues in Northwestern Syr-
ia, with clashes between armed groups 
and ongoing attacks by the Syrian re-
gime and Russia. 
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33 22nd report of the Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic - A/HRC/46/54

Use of Chemical Weapons

March 19, 2013
Chemical weapons are used in the town 
of Khan al-Assal in Aleppo province, kill-
ing 25 people and injuring over 100. Both 
the Syrian government and opposition 
groups accuse each other of responsi-
bility.

August 21, 2013
A major chemical attack occurs in the 
Eastern Ghouta region of Rif-Damascus, 
killing hundreds of people, including 
many children. The attack is attributed 
to the Syrian government by the United 
States, France, and the United Kingdom.

April 4, 2017
Chemical weapons are used in the town 
of Khan Sheikhoun in Idlib province, kill-
ing at least 74 people and injuring hun-
dreds. The attack is attributed to the Syr-
ian government by the United Nations 
and other international organizations.

Chlorine gas is used in the town of Sara-
qib in Idlib province, injuring 11 people. 
The attack is attributed to the Syrian 
government by the OPCW.

February 1, 2018

Chemical weapons are used in the town 
of Douma in Eastern Ghouta, killing at 
least 49 people and injuring hundreds. 
The attack is attributed to the Syrian 
government by the OPCW.

April 7, 2018

November 24, 2017
A chemical attack occurs in the town 
of Al-Lataminah in Hama province, in-
juring dozens of people. The attack is 
attributed to the Syrian government by 
the Organization for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW).

1. Siege of Homs (2012-2014) by Syrian government forces

2. Siege of Al-Waer district (Homs) (2014-2017) by Syrian government forces

3. Siege of Aleppo (2016) by Syrian government forces, supported by Russia and Iran

4. Siege of Deir ez-Zor (2014-2017) by ISIS

5. Siege of Madaya and Zabadani (2015-2017) by Syrian government forces and Hezbollah

6. Siege of Darayya and Moadamiya (2012-2016) by Syrian government forces

7. Siege of Yarmouk (2013-2015) by Syrian government forces and ISIS

8. Siege of Eastern Ghouta (2013-2018) by Syrian government forces

9. Siege of Zahraa and Nubl (2012-2016) by armed groups and HTS

10. Siege of Kefraya and Foua (2015-2018) by armed groups under Jaish al-Fatah

1-2

3
9

10

5
6-7-8

4

Sieges33 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/46/54
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