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The war in Syria, dating back to 2011, has caused one of the largest displace-
ment of people ever before in human history. Over the past 11 years, more than 
6 million Syrians have been internally displaced in the country and an additional 6 
million have sought refuge in neighboring countries such as Lebanon, Jordan, and 
Turkey to escape the conflict and its resulting violence.(1) To this day, no less than 
350,000 Syrians have perished from this war, a staggering figure that is likely a 
low estimate.(2) 

Human-induced climate change was and continues to be a major factor in the 
longevity of the Syrian conflict, stemming from extreme drought in the region 
which contributed to large-scale migration and displacement, and aggravating 
the already unstable socio-economic conditions and increasing risks of civil strife.
(3) Three major droughts have struck the region since the 1980s, with the most 
recent occurring between 2006 and 2010, considered by many to be the worst 
multi-year drought in modern history.(4) Dramatic decreases in precipitation in 
tandem with increasingly hot temperatures resulted in decimation of agricultural 
lands and desertification and a massive displacement of nearly 2 million people 
from rural to urban locales.(5) Such environmental conditions brought on by cli-
mate change have exacerbated the civil conflict and economic instability in Syria 
as we know it today.

In light of the ongoing conflict, increasing political destabilization and economic 
downturn, internally-displaced people (IDPs) in Syria and Syrian refugees live a life 
of increasing vulnerability, particularly as humanitarian aid dwindles due to the 
long duration of this crisis.(1) Outside of Syria, another country in which MedGlob-
al works in, Lebanon, hosts more than 850,000 refugees, more than many other 
nearby country according to UNHCR. Across the country, humanitarian needs are 
increasing among Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees alike, with more than 
75% of the population estimated to be living in poverty.(6) Without the comfort of 
their homes for more than 10 years now, IDPs in Syria and refugees in Lebanon are 
forced to reside in informal tented settlements that are often unorganized, dirty, 
and lacking essential health resources. The Al-Hol camp located in Northeast Syria 
is the largest camp in Syria and houses roughly 65,000 individuals. This camp is 
infamous for its abysmal living conditions, restricted access to medical care, and 
limited availability of basic needs such as clean water and hygiene products.(7) 
Unfortunately, this example is illustrative of most camps located in Syria and Leb-
anon in which the families and residents of camps lack adequate and appropriate 
housing and access to essential resources and healthcare. 

The informal housing structures, typically tents, that IDPs and refugees live in are 
often ill-equipped for and susceptible to harsh weather events and environmental 
catastrophes. Exposure to the harsh conditions of heat, cold, and extreme weath-
er poses a significant threat to the health and well-being of individuals residing 
in camps in Syria and Lebanon where MedGlobal actively works with displaced 
populations. These extreme weather conditions further exacerbate their vulnera-
ble status as displaced people lacking essential resources to sustain healthy and 
untroubled lives. 
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Situation during
winter seasons 
Over the past decade, winters have been es-
pecially onerous for refugees and IDPs liv-
ing in camps in Syria and Lebanon.  Heavy 
precipitation - most notably snowfall - in ad-
dition to freezing temperatures have wors-
ened already abhorrent living conditions for 
individuals and families residing in informal 
tent structures. In recent years, the winter 
season has significantly worsened in this 
region, subjecting those living in camp set-
tings to increasingly harsh and unlivable 
conditions. Some snowstorms, deep snow, 
and standing water accumulation have been 
observed to last weeks, causing tents and 
roads to flood and already miserable living 
conditions to become even worse.(8)

Only 29% of IDPs in Northern Syria have 
stated that they believe their current 
housing adequately protects them from 
harsh winter conditions.(9)

The 2022 Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) report, Summary to 
Policymakers, states that human-induced 
climate change has and will continue to lead 
to a greater frequency and intensity of ex-
treme weather events, including extreme 
cold.(10) As with any environmental expo-
sure, the most vulnerable populations and 
systems are currently and will continue to 
be disproportionately affected, including 
IDPs in Syria and refugees in Lebanon. Harsh 
winter conditions including heavy snowfall 
and extreme cold are expected to increase 
in these countries in upcoming years and de-
cades.
According to the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP), Syria currently 
ranks 65th on a list of 191 countries most 
at risk of a humanitarian or natural disas-
ter event attributable to climate change, 
but 7th on the list for countries least pre-
pared to respond to such disasters.(11)
Syria does not currently have a formal cli-
mate change adaptation strategy or plan.
(12)      
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
politicians, control holders, decision-mak-
ers, and the international community must 
be prepared to respond to humanitarian cri-
ses exacerbated by climate change and the 
extreme cold that results from it in order 
to protect the health and well-being of dis-
placed persons and families. 
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When the winter season arrives in Syria and Lebanon, the haphazard and resource-poor camps 
housing thousands of displaced people become even more burdened. Snow falls in large quan-
tities and lasts for days if not weeks at a time.(13) The snow is often very heavy and results 
in damage to informal and inadequate tent structures and can ultimately lead to collapse on 
whatever or whoever is in the tent at that moment. Heavy snowfall also forces roads to close, 
cutting off key access points to camps for those providing on-site medical services, delivery 
of heating fuel, distributing food and winter clothes/bedding to families, and an array of other 
essential humanitarian services.(14) 

The most distressing impact of the winter months, however, is the severe cold temperatures 
that plague the tents for months at a time. Devastating winter storms have recently brought 
temperatures as low as -14 degrees Celsius, lower than they have been in some 40 years.(15) 
Clothing and bedding provisions are inadequate for the needs of the thousands displaced, and 
tent insulation is virtually nonexistent. Families burn expensive and dwindling heating fuels 
to keep their tents warm but inefficiently heat their drafty and inappropriate housing struc-
tures. The price of heating fuel has skyrocketed in recent years, meaning that this essential 
resource has become inaccessible to those that need it most: those who have greatest expo-
sure to the severe cold temperatures.(13) Due to the rise in fuel costs, families are forced to 
burn inadequate and unconventional materials to stay warm, including plastics whose fumes 
create detrimental indoor air pollution. The living conditions in camps in Syria and Lebanon 
during the harsh winter season have and will continue to contribute to poor health outcomes 
for those living with a displaced status.

“A tent in one of NWS camps was destroyed due to the accumu-
lation of the snow which led to premature delivery of a preg-
nant woman due to stress factors. Also the road was closed so 
that the 8 months old baby passed ,without medical care for 
the mother who was stuck for 2 days without health care.”
Dr. Khaled Al Kadi
MedGlobal Regional Program Manager for the Middle East and South Asia
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Health crisis/
health outcomes 
Exposure to harsh cold and winter condi-
tions contributes greatly to adverse health 
outcomes for those residing in camps in Syr-
ia and Lebanon. Spending virtually all hours 
of the day and night in poorly insulated tent 
structures forces refugees and IDPs to have 
long-term exposure to freezing tempera-
tures which ultimately leads to increased 
frequency of cold and flu illnesses and cases 
of hypothermia, which often have delayed 
treatment due to poor road and transporta-
tion conditions in the winter.(7) Some 80% 
of Syrian refugees in Lebanon say that they 
think that someone in their household’s 
health conditions would be severely wors-
ened by exposure to harsh winter weather 
and, distressingly, some 35% of IDPs in 
Syria say that they know of someone 
who has died or developed poor health 
outcomes from exposure to severe 
winter temperatures.(9)

Large quantities of heavy snow threaten 
the stability of informal tent structures. In 
the Sheikh Bilal camp in Northwest Syria 
earlier this year, a snowstorm brought in 
more than a foot of snow and resulted in nu-
merous tents collapsing, causing the death 
of one child and injuries for many more.(16) 
In this single camp, more than 160 families 
struggled to keep their tents intact and sur-
vive severe winter storms. This is the case 
for camps across Syria and Lebanon during 
these harsh seasons.

Camps are limited in the ways in which fami-
lies can heat their tents to stay warm during 
the coldest winter months. Most families 
rely on heating/cooking stoves located in 
their tents to provide a sufficient amount of 
warmth, yet most of the heat generated is 
lost to the atmosphere due to poor insula-
tion. Additionally, there is often inadequate 
venting infrastructure or flues for the stoves 
leading to high rates of indoor air pollution 
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and smoke inhalation, causing increased 
occurrences of respiratory infections asso-
ciated with poor indoor air conditions. To 
exacerbate this, due to the rising prices of 
heating fuels and increased inaccessibility, 
families resort to burning of non-conven-
tional materials, including plastic, to heat 
their frigid tents. Such poor air quality in the 
tents results in a high prevalence of respira-
tory illnesses in camp settings.

Due to abysmal living conditions, poor camp 
and road infrastructure, limited distribution 
of resources, and high food prices amidst ris-
ing poverty, those residing in camps often 
experience increased rates of malnutrition, 
particularly among children under the age of 
5.(7) Economic downturn in conjunction with 
limited income generation among refugees 
and IDPs makes it difficult for families to ac-
cess and afford a sustainable healthy food 
supply which results in malnourishment and 
undernutrition. Climate change is expect-
ed to worsen crop yields for both rain-fed 
and irrigation-based agriculture in Syria and 
Lebanon, stemming from a decades-long 
drought that has plagued the region and 
led to crop failure, civil conflict, and political 
unrest.(17) Variability of rainfall, increased 
frequency of drought, and increased severe 
winter cold will strongly impact the ability 
for refugees and IDPs in camps in Syria and 
Lebanon to have an accessible, affordable, 
and secure supply of food, worsening exist-
ing rates of malnutrition and its associated 
health outcomes. 

Poor mental health of refugees and IDPs is 
an often overlooked and unnoticed outcome 
associated with cold winter conditions, so-
cial status, and most importantly the effects 
of human-induced climate change. Climate 
change intensifies environmental and so-
cial risk factors for mental health conditions, 
and ultimately leads to increases in emo-
tional distress, development of new men-
tal health conditions including anxiety and 
depression, and an increase in substance 
abuse disorders.(18) Stemming from exist-
ing social inequities, climate change impacts 
certain groups - namely those most vulner-
able - to disproportionate degrees which in 
turn leads to increased prevalence of mental 
health outcomes among these marginalized 
groups. In Syria and Lebanon, like across 
much of the globe, there is minimal under-
standing of the mental health impacts of 
climate change as well as a deficit of men-
tal healthcare workers. Such mental health 
outcomes are only worsened by ongoing 
climate change extreme weather events 
in tandem with already dismal living condi-
tions and vulnerable social status.

All of these health outcomes associated with 
poor living conditions in camps in the winter 
season in Syria and Lebanon are worsened 
considering the limited healthcare services 
and outreach available to refugees and IDPs. 
Due to limited resources and staffing, na-
tional and NGO agenda setting and funding, 
and abysmal road and camp infrastructure in 
the coldest winter months, there is a severe 
lack of healthcare response to the myriad of 
health outcomes plaguing camps. 

“When you live in a tent you will feel all the weather chang-
es in winter and summer, you will complain from the ground 
and sky cold, the tent can’t protect you from the cool or heat it 
only prevents anyone from seeing you and make your life at risk 
of burning at any time, in the windy days you maybe find you 
without a tent at any moment.”
Dr. Mustafa Hamod Al Edou
MedGlobal Syria Program Manager
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Syria
MedGlobal has been directly implement-
ing emergency and development projects 
within the sectors of health, nutrition, 
and protection since 2017 in cooperation 
with Physicians Across Continents (PAC), 
International Humanitarian Relief (IHR), 
Turkish Ministry of Health, World Health 
Organization (WHO), and other partners. 
MedGlobal has provided:
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Lebanon
MedGlobal has served refugee, IDP, and 
other vulnerable communities in Lebanon 
since 2018. MedGlobal’s work has benefit-
ed people suffering from acute disasters, 
such as those injured by the explosion at 
the Beirut port in 2020, and protracted 
crises, such as Syrians living in refugee 
camps. MedGlobal has provided: 
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Fuel
Distribution 
In 2021, MedGlobal partnered with the Social Advancement Association (SAA) 
and Loubnaniyoun to provide essential heating fuel for families and hospitals 
in Lebanon, with a total of over 8,000 beneficiaries. Due to financial collapse, 
tragic explosions, and devaluation of national currency, Lebanon has seen ero-
sion in people’s ability to access necessary resources such as food, shelter, and 
healthcare. Underprivileged families are the most vulnerable population and 
were the most affected. Thanks to a donation from Latter-day Saint Charities 
(LDS), MedGlobal was able to procure and distribute over 50,000 liters of es-
sential heating fuel to vulnerable families. 

Also, in response to severe snowstorms and winter weather in Northwest Syria, 
MedGlobal conducted a rapid needs assessment of 3 targeted refugee camps. 
Covering Balion, Blue, and Zogara camps, MedGlobal distributed over 400 tons 
of coal to camps in 2022, helping over 2,000 families obtain fuel to combat 
harsh weather conditions and keep safe and warm. 

15www.medglobal.org
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Winterizing
Camps
Working with local stakeholders, MedGlobal sought to provide families in ref-
ugee camps with crucial home items to support vulnerable groups during the 
difficult winter months and ensure basic hygiene among families. Targeting Ar-
sal (a small village located on the Lebanese-Syrian border), MedGlobal provided 
essential winterizing kits to improve the well-being of Syrian refugee families 
during the difficult winter season. Kits included surface sanitizer, fruits and 
vegetables sterilizer, shampoo, liquid hand soap, bleach, blankets, and other 
materials to better quality of life in the winter. Thanks to a generous donation 
from LDS, MedGlobal was able to conduct this emergency response, and reach 
over 600 families and over 3,000 beneficiaries.
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Key Considerations 
Excessive heat in summer months
While this report focuses on the health impact of winter weather, it is important to remember 
the effects of extreme summer weather too. Temperatures can soar up to 47 degrees Celsius 
during the summer season, resulting in severe heat waves that threaten the lives of the most 
vulnerable. Plastic tent shelters often exacerbate conditions, and temperatures inside tents 
can reach up to 55 degrees Celsius (19). Health effects stemming from extreme heat often 
go unreported as their effects are not immediately apparent. Combined with a shortage of 
water and electricity, refugees and IDPs living in camp settings can suffer disproportionately 
higher rates of gastrointestinal illness, dehydration, and heat stroke (20). Climate change has 
increased population exposure to extreme heat, and vulnerable communities are most at risk 
from feeling the effects of extreme weather effects.

Responding to climate change
Climate change poses a significant threat to the current health status of those living in refu-
gee encampments, compounding and exacerbating the negative health outcomes associated 
with camp living. It is largely understood that climate change will increase the frequency and 
duration of extreme weather events such as heatwaves, cold snaps, flooding, droughts, and 
tropical cyclones.(21) Regions like the Middle East, with large refugee and IDP populations, 
have seen increasingly colder weather, increased precipitation, and devastating winters in 
recent years. (22) Given the breadth of evidence, it is imperative to acknowledge that ex-
treme cold events are increasing and will continue to in the future. Organizations, companies, 
and governments must make a concerted effort to reduce their negative impact on the envi-
ronment. This requires an individualized approach, depending on each organizational body’s 
activities. For MedGlobal, this includes efforts such as using incineration for disposing of med-
ical wastes and training Community Health Workers so that they can raise awareness about 
eco-consciousness amongst beneficiary communities.
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Health Effects of Harsh Winter Weather
Severe weather events have already proven to have adverse effects on the 
health and well-being of refugees and IDPs living in informal housing. In-
creased research, disaster risk reduction interventions, and planning must be 
conducted so as to prevent intensified negative health impacts among an al-
ready vulnerable population. While there has been significant work in under-
standing how hot weather impacts the health of refugees and IDPs, there is 
little to no research on the health effects of extreme cold weather on those 
living in refugee camps, and virtually no knowledge of best practices to mini-
mize these health outcomes.  To protect refugee and IDP populations, empha-
sis should be placed on understanding the adverse health outcomes and other 
impacts of harsh winter weather on these and other vulnerable populations, 
and developing appropriate strategies to minimize these impacts.
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Unsustainable camp infrastructure
The living conditions in camp settings dramatically affect the health of the in-
dividuals and families residing in them. There is a need to incorporate improved 
practices, such as providing tent insulation, in preparing for winter. Insulating 
tents are just one facet addressing the larger issue of poor camp infrastructure 
during winter seasons. Tents also need to be repaired or replaced, as well as 
developed into more permanent or long-term structures (sometimes referred 
to as “blocks.”) There also needs to be a widespread overhaul and investment 
into improving road conditions to and from camps, effective methods to re-
move snow and standing water, and distribution of sustainable heating fuels 
during the coldest months. Refugees face not only constant displacement due 
to political destabilization in this region, but also short-term solutions to long 
term issues while the conflict has no end in sight. 

20 www.medglobal.org
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Winterize camp infrastructure and 
improve camp health services

Provide insulation and roofing 
for tents 

Build “block” structures to 
ensure sturdy housing

Anti-flooding measures 

Access to clean running water 
(and water heating)

Health care staff for the 
affected population

Expand mental health 
programming

Supply of vital medical 
emergency response to camps 
impacted by cold weather 
events 

Priority Area 1

22 www.medglobal.org
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Strengthen distribution
of materials 

Widespread distribution of safe 
heating fuel

Additional winterizing kits

Thermal insulation materials 
(blankets, textiles etc)

 Hygiene kits 

Priority Area 2

23www.medglobal.org
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Increase prioritization of climate 
change and refugee related issues

Climate change prioritization at 
the international level

Increased advocacy for the 
needs of refugees at the 
national and international levels

Long term solutions to the 
refugee crisis and Syrian conflict

Priority Area 3

24 www.medglobal.org
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Long-Term Implications 

Climate change is not a problem that can be solved in and of itself, but bringing solutions to 
weather its effects to camps and advising humanitarian efforts accordingly will reduce its 
impact on the health of vulnerable populations. Implementation of measures that prioritize 
refugee and IDP health and recognize climate change as a driver of extreme weather events 
will have profound effects for both the humanitarian response and the beneficiary communi-
ties. Establishing a language framework through which the effect of climate change-induced 
weather on refugee and IDP health outcomes can be discussed will better facilitate the fu-
ture humanitarian response to these events. Recognizing the needs of refugees and IDPs 
will create a base understanding of the resources required and best practices to maintain the 
health of these populations living in camps. These will most importantly address heating and 
housing structures, medical staff and supplies, and water and hygiene accessibility. Camps 
with health services and prevention methods prioritizing these key needs will bring about a 
reduction of cold-related morbidity and mortality for IDPs and refugees. 
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To NGOs/nonprofit organizations:

Scale up winterizing response efforts and adopt best practices, Increase the provision of supplies 
for winter , Ensure health services are available
Resources must be provided to improve the living conditions and infrastructures of camps in Syria, Leb-
anon, and globally. One of the most valued resources is heating fuels; prioritization on distribution is 
needed.(23) There must also be regular provision of materials such as new, sturdy tents/housing ma-
terials with proper ventilation and insulation, repair supplies, warm winter clothing, blankets and mat-
tresses, water heating supplies, and other resources that minimize the exposure to cold temperatures.
(24) Regarding indoor smoke air pollution, safe and appropriate heating stoves/flues must be provided 
to ensure that toxic air pollutants do not remain in the tents and instead are released to the open 
air.(18) Medical items (equipment, supplies, and medications) and healthcare workers must be made 
readily available to those living in camp settings to address current health issues and promote primary 
prevention practices.(25) Health education, often through community health workers, is another ef-
fective way to improve disease prevention. To ensure quality health treatment, special consideration 
should be made for vulnerable groups such as the elderly and people with disabilities. For example, 
these populations may benefit from home health visit programs. There must be large-scale invest-
ment into camp infrastructure in Syria and Lebanon to prevent further health issues in future winters.  

Prioritize environmental sustainability and choose eco-friendly options whenever possible
To minimize environmental impact, NGOs should prioritize eco-friendly options in aid work. These in-
clude using incinerators to dispose of medical waste, planting trees around facilities, or using compre-
hensive waste management methods. 

Recognize how climate change impacts refugee/IDP health, and that prevention plans
are essential moving forward
Weather in Syria and Lebanon in recent years has been much more severe than the decades preced-
ing, with large amounts of precipitation, both rain and snow, pummeling the countries to unexpected 
degrees.(26) Given the breadth of evidence, it is imperative that NGOs working in humanitarian aid are 
educated on the effects of climate change on vulnerable populations. NGOs and other organizations 
must be aware of the impacts of center climate change when planning their work with refugees and 
IDPs. Whether it be cold extremes, heatwaves, or tropical storms, these organizations must create stra-
tegic plans and best practices for working with refugee populations amidst environmental disasters, 
so as to minimize the burden of adverse health outcomes.

Prioritize protection of the most vulnerable
Harsh winters are exacerbating the suffering and affecting the quality of life of refugees and IDPs. 
Organizations should center the needs of the most vulnerable populations and ensure that they are 
able to access health services.

Prioritize supporting humanitarian workers and their protection, including through consistent 
staff salaries and ensuring their safety and security
Incentives and salaries are necessary to support humanitarian workers who work in camps, who are 
inherently risking their lives to respond to this refugee crisis during winter seasons. Working in harsh 
climates and often faced with emergencies, workers need to be provided with compensation, partic-
ularly during this time of conflict, ideally with additional pay to compensate for the risk in hazardous 
conditions.

Expand mental health programming
Addressing mental health is key for those living in camps, where living conditions are often poor and 
harsh winter weather takes a toll on mental stability. The World Health Organization (WHO) recom-
mends the following four approaches to address the mental health impacts of climate change: It is 
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crucial to integrate climate considerations with mental health programmes, develop community-based 
approaches to reduce vulnerabilities, close the large funding gap that exists for mental health and 
psychosocial support, and integrate mental health support with climate action to build upon global 
commitments.(27) These considerations are important to address the mental health effects of living 
in conflict-ridden and severe weather environments.

To politicians, control holders, decision-makers, and the international community:
Recognize refugees need long term solutions and sustainable housing options
Over 2 million refugees live in camp settings, often depending on humanitarian aid.(28) With influxes 
of IDPs at any given time, most of whom are in dire need, camps are often left with insufficient water, 
healthcare, and poor infrastructure. There is an increased dependence on NGOs and UN agencies for 
refugee aid, who often are focused on emergency relief. To best prevent further winter related harm 
in the future, there must be investment into the infrastructure of camps to best provide long-term 
housing options. 

Forge a pathway towards ending civil conflict, while emphasizing human dignity
and health justice
The international community must increase their diplomatic efforts to put an end to the infighting be-
tween the different armed actors, including through sanction policies and other punitive tools until an 
inclusive political solution is achieved. At the same time, demanding unimpeded humanitarian access 
is essential and warring parties should abide by their international obligations, including the operation 
of the cross-border mechanism. Every day that the war continues, the cost of rebuilding material and 
human infrastructures exponentially increases. This social reconstruction should define human digni-
ty and social justice as their guides, put human beings at the center, and strive for a more fair provision 
of social services, including health justice. 

Allow flexible funding 
There should be increased flexibility for funding and partner agreements during this uncertain time, 
including a higher degree of flexibility for changing line items and unforeseen costs.

Maintain funding for core health services and protracted crises
In addition to the winter response, it is important that all core primary health services, including vac-
cinations and preventative health, are available and widely accessible. Additionally, it is critical to 
maintain funding in spite of donor fatigue and to invest in sustainable initiatives that improve quality 
of life. 

“Most camps in Arsal, Lebanon suffer very badly. One of the 
camps we supported in Lebanon ( Um Al Qura) is 1000m above 
sea level! This winter the temperatures in the camps dropped 
below - 10 degrees Celsius at night, contributing to a lot of suf-
fering with elderly and children getting sick in times that the 
country lacks heating fuel, medicine and basic resources. As in 
most camps around the world, the suffering here is real and 
worsens by the day with the continuous collapse of the Leba-
nese state. Supporting these camps with basic necessities such 
as food, heat and medicine is more pressing than ever in these 
dark times....
Dr. Tania Baban
MedGlobal Lebanon Country Representative
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