
SUMMARY
On 6 June 2017, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) announced the start of an 
offensive aiming at taking control of Ar-Raqqa city from the group known as the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). This marked the latest phase of operations to expel ISIL from 
Ar-Raqqa governorate, and has so far comprised ground offensives in the eastern and western 
neighbourhoods of the city, supported by airstrikes in and around the city. 

This report is the first of a series of rapid assessments that REACH intends to conduct in order 
to monitor the situation in Ar-Raqqa city and provide regularly updated humanitarian information. 
Primary data was collected between 19 and 22 June through qualitative questionnaires and 
mapping exercises with 23 Key Informants (KIs) who had left the city since the beginning of June.

Ar-Raqqa City, Syria - Situation Overview
23 June 2017

Key findings:
•	 Since the beginning of June, there has been a steady deterioration in the overall humanitarian 

situation in the city across sectors. In the immediate term, safety, security and protection of 
civilians remains a primary concern. The food and health situation is also declining rapidly, 
exacerbated	by	limited	entry	of	goods	and	assistance.	Ongoing	conflict	will	only	decrease	
the availability of food and access to medical services.

•	 The	escalation	of	conflict	has	led	to	significant	movement	of	civilians	within	and	out	of	the	
city. Parts of the city are completely abandoned, with the overall population estimated to have 
decreased from 229,000 to 100,000-140,000 over the past six months, the majority having left in 
the past two months.

•	 There are strict movement restrictions on populations, which along with safety and security 
concerns currently prevent some civilians from leaving. Future movement, including returns, is 
heavily dependent on changes in these restrictions and the evolution of conflict in the city.

•	 Food stocks are running low across the city. Ongoing conflict has cut the main supply routes 
to food markets and limits the period of time that they are able to open. A lack of alternative food 
sources has resulted in people relying on food stockpiled in anticipation of the offensive, as well as 
resorting to coping strategies such as reducing meal size and skipping meals.

•	 There has been a decline in the availability of health facilities and services since ISIL 
takeover, which has reduced further since the beginning of June. Currently, there is only one 
hospital reportedly functioning, which does not commonly serve civilians. The only available health 
service across the city is first aid treatment, with particular challenges faced by women to accessing 
healthcare services.

•	 Access to electricity is increasingly limited. The main network has not been functioning since 
mid-May and worsening shortages of fuel are limiting the use of generators.

•	 Although the water network is reportedly functioning, water is not available at all times, 
typically pumping water every two to three days. There are reports of coping strategy usage to 
deal with a lack of water, and issues with quality of drinking water are reportedly common. 

•	 Prevalence of protection incidents highlights the extremely insecure situation of civilians 
remaining inside the city. Since the beginning of June, civilians have reportedly been at risk from 
conflict-related incidents (airstrikes, IEDs, landmines and traps) in certain parts of the city, as well 
as facing issues such as family separation, forced and early marriage, recruitment by armed groups 
and theft / robbery. 

Map 1: Ar-Raqqa governorate and current phase of conflict
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INTRODUCTION
At the beginning of November 2016, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) announced the 
start of operations aiming at expelling the group known as the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL) from Ar-Raqqa governorate. On 6 June 2017, following SDF advancement in 
the countryside surrounding the city (see Map 1), the campaign entered its latest phase, 
aiming at taking control of Ar-Raqqa city. The offensive started in the eastern and western 
neighbourhoods of the city, with ground fighting in these neighbourhoods supported by 
airstrikes in and around the city. 
Since ISIL takeover, humanitarian access as well as information on the humanitarian situation 
of civilians living in the city has been extremely limited, due to strict movement restrictions and 
controls on information flows. To fill these information gaps, between 19 and 22 June 2017, 
REACH conducted a rapid assessment of food and markets, cash, shelter, NFIs, basic WASH 
and health services, and the protection situation within the city. 
Information was collected through direct qualitative interviews and participatory mapping 
exercises with 23 Key Informants (KIs) who had left Ar-Raqqa city since the beginning of 
June. KIs included engineers, teachers, medical professionals and shop owners.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Population remaining in the city

•	 Before the start of the Ar-Raqqa offensive in November 2016, the estimated population 
in Ar-Raqqa city was 229,000 people.1 This number had not changed significantly since the 
beginning of the crisis in 2011, though the composition of the city had changed: an estimated 
50% of pre-conflict residents had left, whist people had entered from other areas of Syria, 
including from nearby villages, as well as Homs, Aleppo and Deir-ez-Zor governorates. 

•	 KIs estimated that the population remaining in the city as of mid-June was around 
100,000-140,000,	a	significant	reduction; the majority of people were reported to have left in 
the last two months as conflict escalated.

•	 The	most	commonly	reported	profiles	of	people	remaining	were:
1. Married men without their families
2. Entire families together
3. Elderly

 

Intentions

Movement restrictions

•	 Since ISIL takeover, movement within the wider ISIL-controlled area has been restricted. 
Whilst populations could leave Ar-Raqqa city to elsewhere in ISIL territory, they were not 
formally allowed to leave the wider ISIL-controlled area, though informal routes were reportedly 
commonly used by populations who could afford these. 

•	 Since the start of the Ar-Raqqa offensive in November 2016, movement restrictions on 
populations within Ar-Raqqa city have tightened. It has been difficult to leave the city without 
formal permissions; however, where possible, people have reportedly used informal methods to 
leave, particularly in the past two months.

Population intending to leave 
•	 It	is	difficult	for	civilians	to	leave	from	ISIL-held	neighbourhoods	of	the	city	and	they	face	

significant	risks	when	using	certain	exit	routes.	However, civilians reaching SDF-controlled 
areas of the city are able to leave and are also using informal methods to exit. 

•	 The majority of interviewed KIs (14 of 24) indicated that populations were likely to leave 
in	the	next	month,	most	commonly	estimating	that	up	to	50%	of	populations	in	conflict-
affected neighbourhoods may leave. KIs stated that the reasons for leaving are direct 
escalation of conflict, and the increased risk of personal safety and security issues.

1. Population figures from the Syria Humanitarian Needs Overview 2017, Whole of Syria
2. Syria population census, 2011

Map 2: Assessed neighbourhoods of Ar-Raqqa city
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•	 Future	outward	movement	is	reportedly	highly	dependent	on	escalation	of	conflict. 
Increased aerial bombardment was the most commonly reported trigger event that would 
encourage populations to leave, followed by destruction of homes. 

•	 For those intending to leave, the most commonly reported intended destinations 
were Ein Issa and Tell Abiad sub-districts in the north of Ar-Raqqa governorate. 
Also common were Menbij and A’zaz sub-districts in Aleppo, elsewhere in Ar-Raqqa 
governorate, and Hama governorate.

Top five most common reasons for leaving in the next month  
(number of KIs reporting each)3

Direct escalation of conflict
Increased risk of personal safety and security issues
Loss of income
Reduced access to food
Loss of assets 

Top five most common trigger events that would cause populations to leave 
(number of KIs reporting each) 3

Increased aerial bombardment
Destruction of home
Advancement of or increased ground incursion
Access to money to pay for movement
No more functioning health facilities

 
Population intending to remain

•	 The primary reported reasons for those remaining in Ar-Raqqa city are to protect 
assets, because of a lack of money to pay for movement and because of not being 
permitted to leave.

• Likelihood of returns is reported as heavily dependent on the development of movement 
restriction policies and on the evolution of conflict in the city; KIs indicated that it was too 
early to estimate numbers of potential returnees.

Top five most common reasons for remaining 
(number of KIs reporting each)3

Protect assets
Lack of money to pay for movement
Not permitted to leave
Lack of safe routes to elsewhere
Family ties

FOOD AND MARKETS
Access to markets

•	 Since	 the	 escalation	 of	 conflict	 in	 Ar-Raqqa,	 access	 to	 food	 and	 markets	 in	
the city has been severely negatively affected. The departure of residents and 
deterioration of the security situation has disrupted previous supply routes and led to 
market closures across the city. Defensive barriers, such as berms,4 have further impeded 
mobility in the city and most access and supply routes are not usable due to conflict. 
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Map 3: Estimated remaining population in neighbourhoods of Ar-Raqqa city
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3. KIs could select more than one option.
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Market functionality

•	 KIs reported that markets have ceased functioning across 11 of 23 neighbourhoods 
due	to	conflict	and/or	to	departure	of	population.	

•	 Where markets are functioning, prices are reportedly increasing and supplies are 
limited. Although it is possible to find some core food items such as rice, flour and sugar, 
they are increasingly unaffordable. It is also reportedly extremely difficult to find fresh fruits 
and vegetables, meat and chicken.

Top five most common challenges to accessing food markets 
(number of KIs reporting each)5

Markets do not function during times of conflict
Safety/security concerns at markets
Physical constraints preventing access
Safety/security concerns restricting movement
Lack of transportation to markets

Top three most common impacts of conflict on food markets in the past week 
(number of KIs reporting each)5

Markets have closed or are no longer open during certain times
Prices of food in markets have increased
Markets have less food

Access to food

•	 Despite decreasing in numbers, shops and markets remain the primary reported source 
of food. Additionally, KIs reported that residents are increasingly and commonly relying on food 
they have stored in previous weeks in anticipation of conflict.

•	 To cope with the lack of available and affordable food, the majority of KIs reported that 
residents had resorted to using coping strategies within the past week. They indicated that 
the most households are reducing meal sizes, with many also skipping meals. 

 
Top five most common means of accessing food  
(number of KIs reporting each)5

Purchasing from stores and markets
Relying entirely on food stored previously for emergencies
Own production farming
Begging / Bartering
Borrowing

Top five reported food coping strategies used in the last week 
(number of KIs reporting each)5

Reducing meal size
Buying food with money normally used for other things
Skipping meals
Selling non-productive assets
Purchasing food on credit

5. KIs could select more than one option.

Map 4: Market functionality and presence in neighbourhoods of Ar-Raqqa city
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Bread

•	 KIs reported that bread is available in parts of the city, though bakeries have been 
affected	 by	 recent	 conflict.	 In at least 10 neighbourhoods, there is a reported total 
shutdown of bakeries due to insecurity, a lack of supplies such as fuel and flour, or the 
departure of the population. In other areas, bakeries are open only at certain times, either 
due to the security situation or because of limited resources.

 

Reported availability and affordability of core food items in markets

Available Affordable
Bread
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Flour
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Cooking Oil
Sugar

 

Map 5: Bakery functionality and presence in neighbourhoods of Ar-Raqqa city

Cash

•	 KIs reported that hawala money transfer systems6 are generally not functioning in 
Ar-Raqqa city. However, there are reports that in the central neighbourhoods of Mansour, 
Rashidiyeh and Rafqa, currently under ISIL control, there are two hawala points functioning. 

•	 All KIs reported that access to cash had reduced for most people in the last month. 
Reported reasons for this are the escalation of conflict, lack of job opportunities and cutting of 
supply lines. 

SHELTER
Shelter types

•	 KIs reported that Ar-Raqqa city residents primarily still live in their own homes. Although 
there are some individuals living in vulnerable shelter types (including collective centres and 
unfinished buildings), KIs observed that due to the large number of abandoned buildings, there 
is not excess unmet demand for shelter.

•	 KIs	 reported	 that	 in	 addition	 to	 those	with	 limited	 financial	 resources,	 residents	 that		
come from outside the city or from other governorates are more commonly housed in 
more vulnerable shelter types. 

 

6. Hawala is a traditional system of transferring money whereby the money is paid to an agent who then instructs an associate in the relevant 
country or area to pay the final recipient.
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Shelter adequacy and damage 

•	 Damage	 from	 conflict	 (airstrikes,	 mortars	 and	 car	 bombs)	 has	 occurred	 across	
Ar-Raqqa city, to differing extents (see Map 6). However, in most areas, KIs reported 
that residential buildings are less damaged than official properties such as government 
buildings, hospitals and schools. The vast majority of KIs interviewed (23 of 24) reported 
that a few or no households are living in moderately damaged housing.

•	 Overcrowding is reportedly not a major issue, largely as many residents have left the 
city. A total of 20 out of 24 KIs reported that a ‘few or no’ or ‘less than half of’ households 
are living in overcrowded housing.

NFIs
Electricity

•	 Since	increased	fighting	over	Tabqa	Dam	(captured	by	the	SDF	from	ISIL	on	10	May)	
and airstrikes on electrical generation control facilities, the main electrical network 
in Ar-Raqqa city has been entirely without power. Residents are reportedly able to 
access electricity via community generators which distribute power on a neighbourhood 
level, most commonly for 4-8 hours per day. 

•	 The lack of affordability and availability of fuel to power generators across the city 
was reported by KIs as a key concern. Fuel is reportedly completely unavailable in 
several neighbourhoods, including Mansour and Ma’amoun, and no electricity of any kind 
is available in Rafqa or Baath. 

Top five reported barriers to accessing electricity in the last week 
(number of KIs reporting each)7

Main network not functioning due to damage
Fuel too expensive
Main network not functioning due to general disrepair
Not enough fuel for generators
Generators not available

Core NFI accessibility

•	 Across Ar-Raqqa city, KIs reported that, although NFIs are generally available, they 
are often unaffordable. Cooking fuel, batteries and diapers are the items most commonly 
reported as unaffordable and priority items for households. Water containers are also important, 
necessary to store water during periods in which the network is not functioning. 

Top five needed items reported as unaffordable 
(number of KIs reporting each)

Cooking fuel
Batteries
Baby Diapers
Adult Diapers
Water Containers

Top five needed items reported as unavailable 
(number of KIs reporting each)

Solar lamps
Cooking fuel
Torches
Shoes
Adult diapers

WASH
Water sources

•	 KIs reported that the main water network continues to function throughout much of Ar-
Raqqa city, though water is not available at all times. KIs most frequently reported that the 
water network pumps water every two or three days and residents store water in containers to 
address supply gaps. 

• The main network is reportedly not functioning in 7 of 23 neighbourhoods. In these areas, and 
even in neighbourhoods where the main network is still working due to gaps in supply, the 
population rely heavily on neighbourhood boreholes to supplement the water supply.
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•	 Residents are starting to resort to coping strategies to deal with a lack of water, 
though this is reportedly not yet widespread. Most commonly, people are reducing 
drinking water consumption, modifying hygiene practices and drinking water normally used 
for other purposes.

• Further, there are issues with drinking water quality across Ar-Raqqa city. Only a minority 
of KIs (5 out of 24) reported that water is safe to drink. Around half of interviewed KIs (13 
of 24) reported that people get sick after drinking, water tastes bad, smells bad or has a 
bad colour.

Most common reported source of drinking water in the last week  
(number of KIs reporting each)

Neighbourhood boreholes
Main network
Water trucking
Surface water

Top reported statements describing access to water in the last week 
(number of KIs reporting each)

Nearly everyone has problems with access
The situation changes all the time
Nearly everyone has enough water for their needs

Top reported water coping strategies in the last week  
(number of KIs reporting each)8

Reducing drinking water consumption
Modifying hygiene practices
Drinking water normally used for other purposes
Spending money usually spent on other things to buy water

Reported problems with water used for drinking in last week 
(number of KIs reporting each)8

People get sick after drinking the water
Water tastes bad
Water smells bad
Water has a bad colour

Sanitation

•	 Although	major	sanitation	challenges,	such	as	flooding	in	the	streets,	are	not	reportedly	
prevalent in Ar-Raqqa city, there is a lack of organized waste disposal and KIs reported 
garbage in the streets and the presence of pests. 

• According to some KIs, a lack of pesticides is resulting in increased rodent and insect infestations. 
Other KIs reported that the prevalence of dirt berm defensive fortifications is beginning to cause 
sanitation issues.

Reported sanitation issues in the past week  
(number of KIs reporting each)8

Rats and pests contaminating food and people
Garbage in the streets
Sewage flowing on the streets
Flooding in the streets

HEALTH
•	 There has been a decline in health facilities and services available since the beginning of 

ISIL	takeover,	and	an	outflux	of	professionally	trained	staff.	Before the commencement of the 
offensive in November 2016, it was estimated that just 50 of 232 pre-conflict medical staff remained 
in the city, with operational hospital bed capacity at 215 beds, down from 530 pre-conflict.

•	 The situation has since deteriorated further, with functioning health facilities currently 
scarce	and	 insufficient	 to	meet	 the	needs	of	 the	population. There is only one hospital 
reportedly functioning, which does not commonly serve civilians. Other hospitals in the city are 
reportedly destroyed, have been looted or are only able to offer limited first aid services. 

•	 Aside from hospitals, there are a few mobile clinics staffed by nurses, though availability 
depends on location and it is reportedly difficult for civilians to access treatment.  

•	 In	terms	of	services,	the	only	commonly	available	service	is	first	aid	treatment,	with	some	
limited outpatient consultancy and basic emergency obstetric care. Routine vaccinations, 
surgical services, comprehensive obstetric and neonatal care, hygiene promotion, post-
exposure prophylaxis for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and mental health / psychosocial 
support services are not available. 

•	 It is particularly challenging for women to access healthcare services, due to a lack of 
female doctors and restrictions on access and movement.
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Top five most needed health services and items 
(number of KIs reporting each)9

Surgery
Treatment for chronic disease
Emergency care (accident and injuries) 
Skilled care during childbirth
Antibiotics

Top five most common barriers to accessing healthcare in the last week 
(number of KIs reporting each)9

Lack of medicine / medical items
Lack of female doctors
Lack of facilities
Lack of medical personnel
Unsafe to travel to facilities

PROTECTION
•	 All	KIs	reported	significant	protection	issues	within	the	city	over	the	past	month, such as 

forced and early marriage, family separation and conscription. Civilians are reportedly at risk 
when moving around certain areas of the city as well as when attempting to leave the city due 
to the prevalence of IEDs, mines and traps. 

•	 All KIs reported that women faced particular protection concerns in the city over the past 
month, most commonly restrictions preventing women and girls from accessing services such 
as health and education.

•	 Children are particularly vulnerable. There has been a lack of education services since ISIL 
takeover, due to unpopular attempts to establish a new system and curriculum. This, as well as 
the limited livelihoods opportunities available to many families, has resulted in a large proportion 
of children working (estimated at 50-60% in previous assessments).10 Further, risk of IEDs/
landmines, recruitment by armed groups, and psychological trauma is reportedly common.

Top five most commonly reported protection situations  
(number of KIs reporting each)9

Family separation
Forced and early marriage
Forced recruitment by armed groups
Theft / robbery
Kidnapping 

Top three most commonly reported female protection issues  
(number of KIs reporting each)9

Restrictions preventing women and girls accessing services
Movement restrictions
Violence against women

Top three most commonly reported child protection issues  
(number of KIs reporting each)9

IEDs / landmines
Psychological trauma
Targeted child recruitment by armed groups
Risks from general security situation
Children working
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Map 7: Presence of health facilities in neighbourhoods of Ar-Raqqa city
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10. REACH / SNFI Cluster assessment, March 2017
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REACH facilitates the development of information tools and products that enhance the capacity of aid actors to 
make evidence-based decisions in emergency, recovery and development contexts. 
For more information, visit www.reach-initiative.org

www.reach-initiative.org

