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As the conflict enters its second decade, members of the Syrian NGO Alliance, a consortium of Syrian 
NGOs in Northwest Syria, demand all parties to stop the violations against the humanity and civilians, 
stop funding the conflict and support all parties for active engagement towards reaching a peaceful end 
to the conflict.

We request participants of Brussels 5 to: 
• Recognize youth as a resource with motivation and drive to become active change agents.
• Invest in developing a comprehensive strategy for engagement with youth.
• Prioritise youth (14-18 and 15-25yrs old) as a special target group in all sectors.
• Invest in disaggregated data collection and needs analysis by mainstreaming youth indicators.
• Ensure youths involvement from planning to evaluation for all youth focussed programmes.
• Cooperate across sectors to join up dedicated services for youth.
• Allow access to the Youth Compact, which is already applied in the region, to achieve synergy and 
better use of available resources.
• Resource the recommencement of high school and university level education.
• Resource the Youth Task Force in Northwest Syria, both in Turkey and at the field-level

We are a young nation, of whose 3 million youth are becoming a lost generation. Therefore, we request 
intensified investment in them to build a peaceful future for Syria.

Allow us to help them gain a voice, find a future, help their neighbours, learn humanity.
• We request the resourcing of their hope for an education.
• For youth who want to work, let us invest in their training.
• For youth who lead young families, let them learn while working.
• Let voluntary work be an entry point into building social cohesion, self-esteem, and qualification for 
training.
• Help us to resource activities that allow real-world learning, acknowledge failing is part of learning 
and build morale. Make failing fast and learning an expected part of any of the ideas resourced.

Support us to them to amplify their voice, design their future, help their neighbours, 
learn humanity.
We request the resourcing of their hope by providing them with paths and alternatives they can follow 
towards a dignified future:
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• For youth who want to work, let us invest in their personal and professional skill development by 
vocational trainings, apprenticeships, internships, business grants and improve their access to the 
labour market under fair and appropriate conditions. 
• For youth who want to study, let us facilitate their access to secondary education and universities by 
improving the needed infrastructure and providing cash for education or scholarships.
• For youth who head young families, let them become a head of household with knowledge of 
parenting skills, positive coping mechanisms and the capacity to secure his/her family’s living.
• For youth who want to support their community, let voluntary work be an entry point into building 
social cohesion, self-esteem, and qualification for employment opportunities.
• For youth who want to actively take part in building a better Syria, let us equip them to drive change 
by promoting their rights, civil engagement, and rethinking governance.

The NGOs in NW Syria are a young and dynamic sector representing the community 
we serve.
We thank the global community for their support and investment. We thank the International NGOs for 
providing training and mentoring. For the future, we are looking for:

• Ongoing support to achieve global excellence by accessing trainings and resources to implement 
high-quality programmes that are built to last.
• Support us to increase our reach and impact for young people, especially female youth, by providing 
long-term funding opportunities tailored to build community resilience. 
• Coach us to learn, reflect and strive for constant improvement by linking us to other actors to foster 
innovation and learn best practices from the response. 

Let us review what is working and franchise it:
• Let us accept a constant improvement ethic. Responding to the Syrian crisis is new, let us learn as 
we go but with the mind set on a better future for youth. 
• Expand the resourcing of youth focussed programmes from the international community.
• Support these youth to be ready for peace by applying the principles and idea of the humanitarian-
development nexus even in Northwest Syria.

Help us to expand the small successes we made to date:
• Please help us to mobilize the resources to engage the millions of youths, not the hundreds. 
• Allocate sufficient resources to scaling these initiatives based on evidence of success and allow youth 
and organizations to find out what works best in such unprecedented situation.
• Allow us to ensure today’s youth experience work and tomorrow’s youth dare to hope.
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WE WERE AN URBAN NATION, AND WE 

WILL RETURN THERE. WE WILL NEED TO 

REBUILD AND BECOME COMPETITIVE 

IN THE REGION. IT IS NOT TOO EARLY 

TO START, AND IT WILL TAKE US A LONG 

TIME TO GET THERE. HELP US FIND WAYS 

TO TAKE THE FIRST STEPS.

Executive Summary
The 4.2 million 1 IDP’s in NW Syria are very much like you and me. Most people 2 owned their own house 
or apartment in their hometown, they worked hard, and their children went to school. 

Hopes for all their children to graduate from high school at 16 or 18. The academic ones heading for 
college and a career as a young professional, many others to learn a trade or find a job, a house a partner 
for life. Coffee after school, holidays on the beaches of Ras al-Basit or al-Badrusiyeh, or in the mountains. 
People went on holiday.

Children who had not started primary school when the conflict started, should now be in high school, but 
most high schools are empty, or damaged and deserted. No-one recognises the graduation certificates 
they print. 

Young men and women aged between 15-24, are the Youth of Northwest Syria. They have lived through 
catastrophic times since their early childhood. With the expectations of young people in a rapidly 
developing nation: functioning state services, free state schooling, leading to work or university, for most 
in the service sector. The expected safe houses, running water and electricity are now a distant memory. 
Over 1.5 million people now live in tents. 

This paper presents the learning and early steps that NGO’s have taken over the last 10 years to develop 
ways to support these young people even with limited funds dedicated to youth. We accept that we have 
spent many years learning how to make “small and beautiful” programmes, that reach tens or hundreds 
of youths. 10 years ago, they were children, now they are Youth. They deserve our special attention and 
an approach that acknowledges the loss of a normal childhood, or we will lose them.

1 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/som_summary_2021.pdf
2 %83 of IDP’s in NW Syria owned their own homes, %63 of which have been damaged or destroyed in the conflict 
(https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/shelter_conditions_in_nw_syria.pdf)

NSA demand all parties to stop the violations against the humanity 
and civilians, stop funding the conflict and support all parties for active 

engagement towards reaching a peaceful end to the conflict.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/som_summary_2021.pdf
https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/shelter_conditions_in_nw_syria.pdf
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The observations in this report are collected from the conversations the membership of SNA are having 
every day with the young men and women still living at home and as IDP’s, all the families who remain 
in NW Syria. What they hope for the future and ideas of how the world can help an early recovery even 
before peace is agreed and reconstruction can start. 

Quotes are from a series of focus group discussions with youth inside NW Syria over the last few weeks, 
youth used the word “we” to describe the youth in their neighbourhood. In the rest of the publication “we” 
are the membership of SNA, specifically the staff and management who contributed their observations 
and thoughts.

Section 1 focusses on the need to reduce dependency and build resilience through livelihood programming 
aiming at starting early recovery. Section 2 focuses on the transition for youth from education to training, 
with recommendations on how to proceed and how to grow to scale, providing support to the millions of 
youth unable to access secondary and high school. Section 3 discussed the protection concerns around 
youth. Section 4 shares some of the stories of our staff, their journeys and their motivations. Everyone 
in NW Syria has a unique story, including our staff, we understand that most youth had different dreams 
before the conflict started, but these were changed by experience and now each of our staff has a unique 
story, all are exceptional. We summarise how the conflict has changed their lives and the way their lives 
are now contributing to the future of Syria. 

Section 4 is a consideration of progress and opportunities to manifest the Grand Bargain, here in NW 
Syria, building on the Interagency steering groups 2020 meeting and action plan.

The last section, the summary, is our call to action, which has already been shared with you. We 
request that youth are put at the centre of our work, that they are enabled to take an active role in the 
consultations about how best to move from short-term humanitarian relief to resilience building and 
early recovery at the scale the country now needs. 

WE ARE GOING WITH FULL FORCE FOR OUR DREAMS DESPITE 
THE BITTER REALITY

Now we need to take all good ideas to scale, to experiment and learn how we can reduce unit costs and 
increase reach. Our goal is how to restore hope and demonstrate care and support for the millions, not 
thousands of youth in need.

OUR PROGRAMME SUCCESSES HAVE TO BE PILOTS, THEY NEED 
TO BE TAKEN TO SCALE
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We need to manage risks not be stopped by the fear of them. Our youth use phones for information 
and communication. We need to be ready to use telephone technology to help us. Hot lines need to 
be centrally funded and managed, complaints need following-up. 
Tele connectivity is high in NW Syria, telephone hotlines could be set-up and publicised. Youth 
are used to social media. Protection services (see below) could agree how to manage the following 
ideas getting to scale.
We suggest a dedicated line open 24:7. For youth to tell us if something is going wrong. We need 
help to set it up properly and keep it running well.

Section 1: Livelihoods
Before the conflict ¾ of men were fully employed. 84% of jobs were in the services sector, this is the 
work that most youth aspire to. Hopes to work in an office, programme computers, web design and 
marketing make sense. The near future doesn’t make sense. The size of the destruction of normality 
has been recorded in a multi-sectoral assessment across NW Syria, showed that the number of people 
having a salaried job has collapsed over the past 10 years. In 2020 it fell again from 10% to 8.6%. Many 
of these are in NGO’s. Young people at one of the youth safe centres last month reported that ¾ work 
informally, part-time or are self-employed. 44% are living on savings, 43% are borrowing money and 
42% rely on other family members for survival. 

Over the year to August 2020, the situation 
continues to deteriorate 3. 82% of families report 
a significant deterioration in their ability to meet 
basic needs. 71% of families have increased debt. 
65% report being unable to meet the basic needs 
of their house-hold. At least 12.4 million people 
are estimated to be food insecure. Despite this, 
the people of NW Syria, would prefer to work 
than to receive humanitarian assistance.

As one youth commented last month:

WE ARE STRENGTHENED WITH PAIN ...AND WE GROW WITH 
WORRIES TO DETERMINATION

3 The Syrian currency has dropped by %78, so savings in Syrian pounds are all but worthless. Collapses in banks in Lebanon 
have left more people without savings

We would prefer to work than receive humanitarian assistance
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We are advocating for an expansion of all the 
following options and are willing to hear ideas we 
have not yet thought about.

Livelihoods
 Most families have people who are un, or under-
employed, or have seasonal work with no ability 
to save. Others have professions, but not tools or 
opportunities to practice their trades. For most a 
few days’ work would be favourable to dependency 
on hand-outs in the form of aid.

Cash for Work 
Youth want to be busy and have a sense of self-
worth. We as agencies can establish protective 
support to child headed families and un-employed 
youth out of school, we advocate for broad cash-
based support to 14–18-year-old adolescents 
and supported child headed families  4. Our key 
motivation is preventing these vulnerable youth 
needing to take dangerous, unsupervised, and 
possibly exploitative work to survive. Key concerns 
about coercion by adults, should be managed 
through case support.  

Cash for work can be scaled up quickly and reach many people quickly.

Well designed and managed cash for work, cash for assets and cash for infrastructure brings tangible 
benefit to a community and is one way that people can regain some dignity by doing a full day’s work for 
a fair days pay. 

Currently there is a minimum age of 18, for cash for work, we request this is reconsidered. Where there 
is no schools, let us demonstrate how we can provide nurturing work for young men and women that 
builds their self-worth, while recovering their communities. 

Please prioritise Child Headed Households and Families (CHH and CHF) for unconditional cash grants 
and where appropriate cash for work, to allow them to leave the dangerous and exploitative work that 
is often the only kind young men and women can find. Bringing $15 home after a day’s work would 
contribute significantly to a family’s needs and buy us time to develop the management capacity for 
more sustainable, creative, and empowered support for youth.

4 https://plan-international.org/publications/cash-voucher-assistance-adolescents

I am the head of my family. This is how I keep my sisters alive

Cash for Work is not ideal, but it gives us dignity and allows us to improve 
our environment.

https://plan-international.org/publications/cash-voucher-assistance-adolescents
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4 or 5 days CfW could be secured for each youth each month, it could significantly contribute 
to family cohesion, reduce negative coping mechanisms, significantly reduce vulnerability 
and the need for targeted food baskets. At the same time, it would deliver improvements in 
living environment in camps, unfinished or damaged housing, or community or productive 
infrastructure, improving the quality of life and people living there.

Cash for work and apprenticeships  
Next opportunity to combine vocational training 
where no vocational training centres exist. Making 
agreements with skilled people to share their skills 
while cash for working and earning $20 a day. If 
one or two youths were tasked to under-study, 
these craftsmen, and women over a period of 3-6 
months, after which they could be assessed for 
competence and given a simple certificate and 
preferably a grant or in-kind for their own start 
up, would provide satisfaction and increase future 
employability. Many youths have asked for skills 
training for electricians, painters and decorators, 
builders and plumbers. Early investment in these 
skills, building a larger workforce will be needed 
when peace is agreed and reconstruction can 
begin.

Cash for protection
Thousands of Child Headed Families and Child Headed Households are currently living without adult 
support. Older brothers and sisters are taking the role of supporting younger siblings, often taking 
dangerous and high- risk work. Engaging in a dialogue with CHH/CHF’s living in proximity of each other 
could agree on a mutual support network where either an adult or one of themselves provide an agreed 
level of support, which could then be paid as cash for work.

The Islamic principle of supporting orphans through regular financial assistance (Kafala) is being well 
applied by many of our membership. Monthly payments of $30-50 are lifesaving to many widows 
bringing up their children 5 and keeping them in school. The coverage does not meet the number of 
widows who are struggling. It could be massively expanded to reach more widows and their children.

The system, value and frequency of support to families to keep their children in education could be 
massively expanded to all vulnerable families to meet daily needs. Too many fathers have exhausted their 
reserves and cannot find work, and would benefit from this basic social protection.

5 Assessing Alternative Care in NW Syria WVI 2020 (in press)
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Kafala usually ends at 14, when a “child becomes an adult” . Families with adolescents are increasingly 
taking the negative coping strategies discussed above. Small, predictable payments for families with 
youth, to the age of 18 should be considered.

Volunteering
As part of the capacity building approach piloted by local NGO, community volunteering focusses on 
building a sense of social responsibility and community service as a way to build self-confidence and 
sense of purpose amongst youth. After an intensive capacity building and some leadership training for 
the men (with additional advocacy training for young women), local NGO request volunteers commit 
to at least 24 hours of volunteering each month, support them with travel allowance and food and 
encourage them to come up with small ideas they can implement in their community. - meaningful 
volunteering youth helping their community and learning

Several successes could be further expanded:
• CP volunteers- helping engage with children 
in the community, providing psychosocial 
support and a break for mothers as children go 
to planned sessions for play and psychosocial 
support
• Engineer volunteers- helping assess camps 
and communities, identifying extreme needs 
and supporting improved insulation, fitting 
windows, fixing plumbing, rehabilitation to a 
living home or hardening roads and paths
• Distribution volunteers- leading on delivering 
Food parcels and NFI’s into communities on 
behalf of third party agencies
• Education volunteers- came up with the idea 
of a mobile learning platform for youth who 
have missed out on school. 
• Volunteers to support in the care of elderly or PWDs to allow others to attend income generation 
(example in Jordan as vocational training)

Active and dynamic volunteers are referred for extra training at or from the Youth Safe centres and 
are recommended to NGO’s when they have new positions. For many young Syrians, volunteering 
and the confidence it builds in each person, increases their employability. Many of the best volunteers 
now have well paid jobs in NGO’s.

Coordinated volunteering and organising cash for work programmes is another way to leverage the 
impact of the two approaches applied to a single problem. 

Volunteering gives us the opportunity to improve our environment and feel 
good about ourselves
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The Youth centre approach seems to be working, and youth participating in the training and mentoring 
are increasingly comfortable taking leadership roles.

The possibility for agencies to cooperate and roll-out these processes needs more resourcing. But to 
date, local NGO have built an active network of 1,400 volunteers who are motivated to engage not only 
in the emergency response, but also advocacy, awareness raising and psychosocial support. 

Service Mapping
Service mapping and socialisation needs to be a comprehensive cross-cluster commitment. Good 
progress has been made between protection, health and education teams, but increasingly inter-agency 
cooperation needs to accelerate building service maps- lists of which agencies can provide what services 
to what sub-group of potential beneficiaries. This is proving invaluable for protection workers, but could 
be made more widely known by including it in local networks, such as youth safe-centres and safe-centre 
management.

A logical next step is for the service maps to be made available on-line and through social media again, 
which would generate a need for a call centre with answers to frequently asked questions allowing rapid 
provision of information for families in need.

Small grants and business start-ups
The progressive building of capacity, experience and confidence outlined above, increases the probability 
of business ideas being well thought through and successful. 

The Early Recovery cluster is recommending 
that start-up grants could be between $600 
and $1500 per individual, more people could 
work together to build a business idea that 
costs more than this guide-price.

Each agency is running small business start-
up funds, with a grant-by-grant approach. – 
One donor may have a grant defined target 
of 100, or 150 small business grants. This is 
only touching the surface of the needs.  We 
acknowledge that, as in all countries, some 
start-ups will fail, we would like donors to 
accept that this is part of the learning young 

people need. Without judgment, we should be able to review and evaluate why the plan didn’t succeed 
and feed that into a shared learning platform. The budding entrepreneur should be given a second 
opportunity to write up a second idea and try again. 

Small business grants allow us to serve our community. My role is to cut 
peoples hair and keep them looking smart
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Agriculture
Dependence on humanitarian assistance had risen from 7% to 10%, food crop production had fallen by 
1%. Selling livestock had risen by 1% to 13.6%, causing a reduction in sales of livestock products to fall 
from 17 to 15.6%. 

We have shown that small scale composting and 
vegetable growing projects work- families can 
create compost and plant market gardens that 
improve the family’ and their neighbours’ access 
to nutritious food and some income to the growing 
family. This should be maximised in any community 
or camp where there is fertile land. Cash for work 
could help de-stone fertile but rocky soil to allow 
easier digging, or on larger fields, access to tractors 
for ploughing and planting.

The Syrian staple diet is largely based on round, 
leavened bread. Despite a growing population and large semi-arid areas in the east of the country, the 
Northern coastal areas and the fertile crescent of the Euphrates river basin was producing 4 million 
tonnes and exporting grain. By 2018 the production had collapsed to 2 million tonnes. While it is creeping 
up again to the east, the North West is increasingly dependent on imports and hand-outs. To reduce 
dependency on imports one pf our member organisations has looked for areas that were cultivated 
with vegetables or wheat and analysed how production can be restarted. Discussions with farmers and 
landowners, explained how the system of ownership or agreement to rent or share-crop is arranged and 

the extra support that families would need to 
get started again- repairing irrigation systems, 
enabling the purchase of seeds, fertilisers and 
pesticides and making sure that the shared 
cost of diesel to run the pumps is available.

Areas as large as 300 Ha, shared among land-
owners, families share-cropping, and families 
renting land. By requiring legal “authority 
to farm” for each plot of land within the 
target area, and after analysing the reason 
for production to stop, damaged irrigation, 
broken pumps, or lack of operating costs for 
the seeds, fertilisers, diesel for the pumps. 
Looking holistically at the area and restoring 

Recovering land with irrigation gives two harvests a year

Harvests are reaching 4 Tonnes per ha of prime wheat
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the management arrangements from before the conflict, together with providing the working capital 
for each farmer for the first two seasons, the system has been restored. Yields reached the expected 4 
tonnes per ha. Any of the crop available, was purchased and taken to local mills, before sharing to local 
bakeries who then sold the bread- partly to families who could afford it, and more to agencies to allow 
bread-distribution. Many families living at the ends of their ability to cope, have reported that this food 
sharing has allowed them to use their bread money for fuel to keep warm through the winter.

In 2020 two large farms, over 600Ha were rehabilitated. This year, there is another 600Ha more 
identified, but funding hasn’t been made available for the project and planting season is fast approaching. 
For another year we may be dependent on the Land bridge remaining open for importation of most of 
our grain.

Um Salom, a farmer in the Rouge, beneficiary of a 
large irrigation project summed it up. 

THINGS HAD GOT SO BAD, SOME 
FAMILIES COULDN’T AFFORD TO PAY 
FOR THEIR DIESEL CONTRIBUTION FOR 
THE IRRIGATION AND COULDN’T PLANT. 
WITH THIS ASSISTANCE ALL THE FAMERS 
IN THE ROUGE BENEFITTED, EVERYONE 
PLANTED VEGETABLES LIKE CRAZY, WE 

WERE ALL WORKING AGAIN.

Avoiding exploitative work
The key arguments for youth under 18 to not work are concerns around failing to achieve their educational 
potential, missing life-skills training, and the risk of dangerous or exploitative work.  In the context of 
NW Syria, these concerns need to be managed rather than avoided.

While we acknowledge the legal working age in Syria is 16 years old. In line with emerging best practice, 
we advocate that youth be encouraged through regular cash payments to their families to continue in 
school if suitable school is available. For the many where schools are not functioning, they be engaged 
in productive educative work, that builds their self-confidence, the soft and practical skills that will allow 
them to contribute fully in the rebuilding of Syria.

For youth who head households, let them be reached with safe and rewarding work opportunities, 
accompanied as soon as possible with education suitable to their age and ability. We are willing to 
demonstrate how this can be done and then taken to scale. vulnerable group.

Um Salom in the field
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We need a space to build with our ideas not yours.
We need a space for expression, away from your 
personal decisions and aims.

And a more widely voiced thought
Teach young people how to conquer in their inner 
battels before they conquer the outer world
There are many paths that we can walk but we 
need guidance.
Young people are the center for a better change.

Section 2: Education and Training
Literacy was at 86% in 2015, 92% of boys over 15 could read and write 80% of girls could. After 11 
years of little or no secondary education, there are a large cohort of young Syrian men and women, who 
cannot read and write.

Catch-up classes
Many of the youth attending the youth 
safe centres say that they have been out of 
school for too long. They couldn’t go back 
and sit with children 10 years younger than 
them; the school material would no longer 
be appropriate, and they need to work. One 
group of community volunteers asked for two 
buses to be equipped as learning platforms that 
travel through communities to reach as many 
groups as possible. Eventually funding was 
found to make them full-time paid jobs. We 
need to see whether increasing the number of 
buses, or expanding static centres is the most 
cost-effective. 

We hope that if we emerge from a post-covid world, with expanded opportunities to work, youth 
functional literacy- how to read and write can be developed specifically for youth, to attend in the 
evenings, after they come home from work. 

Some youths have not been able to attend school for 10 years

When things get better I want to be a car mechanic
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Women’s empowerment
The large discrepancy in access to education and a 
lack of choice about who to marry, demonstrates 
some of the traditional disadvantages faced by 
young women in Syria. Young women are often 
isolated and alone, facing difficulties to learn 
the facts of life, before expecting a first child. 
Several NGO’s now run Young Mothers classes, 
which in a similar way to the Youth Safe Centres, 
provide structured sharing of information about 
negotiation skills, birth spacing and women’s 
rights, packaged in ways that are acceptable to 
the cultural context, that is different in Aleppo to 
Idleb.  

Many pregnant women now face the prospect of childbirth in their homes, or tents, without the hospital 
support that over 80% of mothers chose before the conflict. 

Empowering young women, providing peer support and opportunities to discuss concerns or problems 
is highly appreciated. To ensure this approach can reach more, ideally, all young mothers, the current 
staff need to identify strong participants during trainings, to be mentored and trained and deployed as 
volunteers or staff in their respective communities. If a training of trainer’s approach can be resourced, 
the programme could cascade to reach all vulnerable young mothers in the years ahead.

Capacity Building
In addition to missing out on formal schooling, many youths in NW Syria have opportunity to show their 
capacities and develop their skills. The lack of work opportunities leads to demotivation and a feeling of 
hopelessness. With no end to the crisis in sight, and limited opportunities, many young men sign up to 
war, to have a purpose.

To reverse this trend, youth focussed NGO’s have developed a platform and over the last five years 
tested, improved, and rolled out a comprehensive capacity building and empowerment programme for 
young men and women. With a first round of training in 2017, for 10 youth, successive rounds of training 
have allowed the training process to gradually improve. Now a three-stage approach: 

- Intensive capacity building, training, and mentoring from the youth safe centres.
- Leadership and advocacy (and special advocacy training for young women), combined with resourcing 
of 
- Quick impact projects, - giving a resource for the young course graduates to volunteer their time to 
demonstrate helping their community. 

Young women able to attend classes to learn computing
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Now a total of 1,400 trained volunteers, divided 
into 50 youth teams have helped 15,000 people. 
400 volunteers are available round the clock to 
help if an emergency occurs.

Through the development of this programme, 
the NGO has been assisted and mentored by 
International NGO’s including Red-R, Bioforce, 
and the Humanitarian Learning Academy, leading 
to becoming certified by H-pass 6 Now, certified 
to run trainings with an international quality award. 

This is an example of successful mentoring of our 
capacity that we would like to use to take youth 
programming to scale, but also to replicate as part 
of the grand bargain localisation agenda.

Soft Skills training
The youth safe space concept provides a location for youth and adults to meet and exchange ideas in a 
safe, supportive environment. Usually staffed for as many hours as possible, they become a location for 
developing soft skills, planning, and evaluating action, taking on-line learning, using the internet, and 
playing sport. The possibility for these to be replicated depends on funding. A minimal amount if public 
facilities such as schools and municipal buildings can be shared. Ideally graduates of the capacity building 
programme can be given opportunities to set-up centres with internet and sports facilities, to increase 
the network of youth services in Northwest Syria.

Section 3: Youth Protection
The newly established,  NGO-supported case management capacity is experiencing many challenges. 
The lack of state mandate to intervene, means that families are only helped with their consent. If 
a family want help, a caseworker can engage with and start supporting a family. Community Based 
Protection Committees,- community members willing to advocate on behalf of social protection can 
assist in identifying families of concern- with possible protection needs or serious issues. The second 
issue is scale. Families are becoming so vulnerable their negative coping strategies alone, raise protection 
concerns. The humanitarian response needs to resource sustained economic assistance at scale, to allow 
families to avoid the difficult decisions including marrying their daughters early, sending youngsters out 
to find work or encouraging them to join an armed faction.

6 https://hpass.org/

Capacity Building to achieve best potential

https://hpass.org/
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All case workers report that the short-term resources they can give to vulnerable families are not able to 
resolve the majority of problems. When livelihoods and vulnerability based unconditional cash grants can 
be mainstreamed, then the protection teams will be able to focus on the high Only by mainstreaming 
support to keep families together, by agreeing clear vulnerability criteria and resourcing mass distributions, 
will ss to, are increasingly not meeting the problems they are encountering.

Disaggregating data to allow clearer targeting.
The World Health Organisation defines adolescents as young people between 10 and 19. The UN, defines 
youth as anyone between 15 and 24. This age is a transformational period, the body changes from a child 
to an adult and society expects the same transformation from a child to a Man and a Woman. From 
dependency to independence. This age presents two specific risks to children:

1. On reaching puberty, boys in alternative care- living either with extended family or in institutional 
care, reach the age of awareness. Families frequently restrict these young men’s contact with women 
in the house. Orphanages send boys back to their extended families. In the context of Syria, this 
is leaving youth at risk of becoming homeless, living independently, unsupervised by any adult, or 
forming child headed families with siblings or friends as a survival strategy.
2. For girls reaching puberty the possibility of them being married early is on the increase. Prior to the 
conflict early marriage was rare, most children completed school to at least 16 and only married after 
leaving school. With the high prevalence of poverty, one coping strategy is to marry a daughter early. 
Sometimes, girls as young as 10, more frequently between 12 and 14 are either engaged or married. 
The conflict has led to an influx of foreign soldiers, who frequently marry, paying a dowery that can 
support her family for months. Others are married as second wives to older men, others to similarly 
young boys. The marriage provides an additional security to the family, while still a risk to the physical 
and mental health of the young bride.

These issues are critical protection concerns, yet “Youth” are invisible, because they fall into children or 
adults.

We advocate that all data collection in NW Syria adds two age groups, for specific concern. -adolescents 
between 14 and 18 and older youth 19-24.

Child friendly spaces
Schools being closed or unavailable has led to NGO’s establishing safe places for children to gather, 
structured activities – art, games or sport and interaction with their peers is known to be therapeutic and 
provide a break for their parents. 

Trained staff lead activities for different age groups. They are also looking out for children who do not 
seem happy. For younger children, a reticence to play, or appearances of stress by boys and girls is 
followed up by our caseworkers, who often find traumatic stories- a nine-year-old younger sister of 
a 11-year-old child headed family who went out to work each day at a local market and behind his 
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back one of his friends came to the house 
to invite his younger sister to date with him. 
Not feeling comfortable, the girl eventually 
told the caseworker her concerns, “that she 
felt uncomfortable”. An individual protection 
assessment led to specialised GBV staff and 
protection staff, being able to provide support 
to the girl, confront the visiting friend and 
warn him to stop bothering the girl. The case 
manager had access to an emergency support 
package- basically a food parcel, but nothing 

that could be sustained, nothing that would allow the older brother to stop working. This is another 
reason why we ask for Child Headed families to be prioritised for livelihood support.

Early Marriage
The driver for increased early marriage is thought to be largely a coping mechanism to the economic 
collapse and families desperate coping strategies also reported by WFP. Where possible, Protection 
caseworkers identify girls who have been married early and engage with them to offer support. This 
support can be to attend the nearest Young Mothers club (see above).

Keeping youth in family care
The principle of family unity – or integrity of the family – states that all children have a right to a family, 
and families have a right to care for their children. The UNGA guideline on Alternative care first principle 
is that support should be given to keep families together, poverty should not be a driver for separation.

Unfortunately, the conflict in Syria, and the cultural practices of considering a pubescent youth as an 
adult, puts children living in institutions or extended family care at risk when reaching puberty. 

With 80% of the population already live below the international poverty line of $1.90 per day., there is a 
need for the humanitarian response to support families at risk of releasing youth from parental or family 
care. Funding to allow families to meet the minimum economic basket, that allows youths to remain 
welcome at home needs to be scaled up considerably. If this support is provided through mainstream 
humanitarian interventions, if cash can be provided at scale across NW Syria, the risks of youths being 
forced out of family care will be reduced. 

Child headed households and Child headed families (CHH and CHF)
Each year for ten years now. Children have been forced to accept that the life their older siblings had, 
has been closed to them. Children as young as 8 are now looking after their younger sibling as child 
headed families.

Children can let off steam in the child friendly places
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Separation from family
The frequent mass movement of population throughout the conflict has left high numbers of children 
becoming separated from their parents. NGO’s have developed effective systems for temporary care 
for UASC and in-country Family Tracing and Reunification.

Recruitment 
With little other opportunity, with a family to support, or a hope to make a difference in a hopeless world, 
boys and young men are joining armed groups. many of them are reported as actively fighting, others 
in supporting roles. Young women and girls are married to members of armed groups. Not enough is 
being done to provide alternatives, less dangerous opportunities for young women and men. Only by 
increasing the resourcing of viable alternatives can the risk of lost futures be reduced.

Exploitative work
Often the only sort of work available to young strong children is hard, dirty, physical work for low wages. 
The wrong outcome for the right reasons discussed above put young boys and girls at the risk of the 
worst kind of work, including well paid work as smugglers, or selling sex. Our request for an increase in 
the resourcing for training and supervised work for youth, will reduce the risk of young children being 
exploited in dangerous work. It needs to be provided at scale and with sufficient protection for youth to 
work, learn while working or continue studying, until formal education – school or adult education can 
be arranged.

Trafficking
It has however led to survival strategies where young adults are supported to make the arduous journey 
west, to look for asylum in Europe., with families willing to pay people smugglers to get family out of NW 
Syria and each step of the way to a successful arrival in Europe.

Section 4: Introducing the youth of Syria 
 Ten years of conflict have left ten school years of youths, disenfranchised and disappointed.  Students 
expecting to graduate from high school in 2011 are now twenty-eight years old.

As the conflict enters its second decade, over 500,000 have died, most leaving widows and children. 
Ten years of collapsed homes and collapsed dreams. The number of school places have collapsed, families 
cannot afford the transport to get their children to school or additional costs, asked by the schools. For 
most young people, there has been no, or intermittent schooling and no graduation. For those lucky 
enough to graduate from one of the still functioning schools, their school graduation certificate is locally 
produced, not linked to any national authority and not accepted by many universities or employers.

Opportunities for work have collapsed in parallel, career jobs in business and banking do not exist in NW 
Syria, for students expecting these options, the loss of these opportunities, demotivate, depress, and 
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leave youth angry, disenfranchised, and hopeless. 
Over 4,000 children have joined armed groups, a 
quarter under 15, where for wages as low as $50 
a month, they risk their lives, frequently in active 
combat, or carrying messages or supplies.  

Other dangerous work opportunities beckon. 
Many youths die each year smuggling, smuggling 
things into Syria and smuggling people out of 
Syria. It is known to be a well-paid job, but most 
youths have lost at least one friend who was taking 
this calculated risk. Young people are desperately 
looking for any option.

An emerging professional class
Amer, Yasmin, Rima and Layla are three of countless bright young Syrian’s who have made the choice to 
park their dreams and commit their lives to the NGO’s in our membership, working to save and change. 

the youth of Syria are saying with one 
voice.

PLEASE STOP FUNDING THE 
CONFLICT”. “PLEASE LET US 
HAVE PEACE”. “WE WANT TO 
GO BACK TO OUR HOMES”, 
“WE WANT TO GET BACK TO 
WORK, WE WANT TO HAVE A 

NORMAL LIFE AGAIN

Abdelmawla Ibrahim was only 16 when he felt his 
life was over. While driving through a checkpoint 
with his family in northern Syria, a stray bullet 
pierced his left leg, shattering his bones and 
forcing doctors to amputate it above the knee. “I 
hated myself, hated my life, I was very depressed,” 
said Ibrahim, now 24. His outlook on life changed 
after he was fitted with a prosthetic leg. 

This inspired him to get certified as a physiotherapist 
specialising in prosthetics.He now designs and 
develops the prosthetics, provides  physiotherapy, 
and pep talks, to other amputees who visit the 
centre.

The head of the al-Bab centre, said there were tens of thousands of people who have lost limbs in the 
country’s north in Syria’s nine-year multi-sided war. An above the knee prosthetic can cost over $1,000 
to make and fit, 

According to a report published by the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund in 2018, 
more than 1.5 million Syrians are now living with permanent impairments caused by the conflict, including 
86,000 who have lost limbs.

Ibrahim, who recently got married, said his dream now is to continue his education abroad to gain more 
knowledge to help others who have lost limbs.

Ibrahim’s injury changed his life at 16. Now he helps people 
recover physically and mentally from the trauma of the conflict



An Insight into the life of Syrian Youth

20

Yasmin’s story is not uncommon. Studying for a Batchelor of Science at Aleppo University, she was one 
module away from graduating in Bioengineering when the first protests of Syrian Arab spring started in 
the university campus.

 Hopes for a better future, rapidly turned sour, her older brother a medical doctor, helped out in the field 
hospital inside the university, then became known to the regime and the family decided it was unsafe to 
remain, it was time for her to leave. Luckily, they could, leaving her brother, cousins aunts and uncles, 
she travelled North with her mother, crossing the border to Turkey. 

Once there it was clear she faced a conundrum, without completing her exam, she could not enrol 
for further studies in Turkey, but to go back would be dangerous. Finally, the family agreed she should 
return, complete her course take the exam and retrieve her documents to allow her to settle and study 
in Turkey. Now, eight years later, she has completed a master’s degree, has joined a local NGO, and is 
supporting operations inside Syria, while hoping to enrol in a Doctorate course.

She is one of the lucky ones. 

For friends in NW Syria, whose family could not stretch to moving to Turkey, the last eight years have 
been very hard. For ten years, education has been intermittent. The collapse of secondary schools and 
the impossibility of sitting high school graduation exams. Exams held inside NW Syria are not recognised 
elsewhere.

Hiyam, was a forcibly displaced person from Omri, in Douma, Eastern Ghouta. She is now 27 years old, 
residing in Afrin, currently working for another NGO as a psychosocial supporter. Her story began in 
2010, when she was 17 years old and at high school in the third secondary school year. Sadly, she could 
not continue her education, as the family did not see education as important for girls and that marriage, 
childbearing and working at home was her destiny. Her view was quite different, and she saw education 
as her only hope to change reality and society’s view of females. As for forced displacement, it was very 
cruel, but it was the only solution because she could not bear to live again with those who were killing 
around her at every moment, that had killed her innocence, her dreams, and her memories a source of 
pain because she lost everything related to them. She went to the north and continued work again, and 
has restarted her education as well, and currently studying Counselling at Gaziantep University in the 
Department of Psychology. Her younger brother was unable to continue his studies due to the lack of 
documents for his study. He even thought of suicide in the first period because he lost his education, 
and his youth is lost, and he is currently 23 years old and still he tries to continue his studies. They have 
been separated from their family, from her father, and from the rest of her relatives, because they 
were in Damascus far away, during her displacement. She is still trying to prove what she has to offer, 
encouraging all women to do that and the work was in organizations Humanitarian action is the platform 
for that now in NW Syria.
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Humanitarian agencies have tried to keep primary classes learning, but high schools have largely ceased 
to operate. Ten school-years of secondary students, probably over a million children have not been 
able to study for high school certificates, sit exams, have not been able to graduate from high school. 
Increasingly, teenagers living in Syria are functionally illiterate. Dreams of being a doctor, lawyer, 
businessman or woman lie in pieces.   

Amer started his own small NGO helping near his hometown, working with the international agencies 
who started cross border operations in 2011. After helping with evaluations of early programmes, working 
with a variety of agencies and companies.

Amer is in his twenties now. He loves IT and maths he is one of the lucky ones. He hoped he would join 
a big company in Syria, or perhaps move outside from Syria, Programming like Sharp or Java, would be 
more possible to get a job outside. As a youth, he was feeling restricted, difficult to discuss his hopes, the 
Arab spring seemed so full of possibilities, to have a voice. 

Wanting to do something for his home area, a change of career setting up a small local organisation to 
help his community and then taking consultancies with international agencies to learn about monitoring 
and evaluation. After five years of working, the idea of starting a partnership with another local NGO to 
expand the reach of the programming, this gave birth to a first volunteer and youth programme. Their 
strategy borrows from empowerment theory of change, if sustained capacity building, leadership training 
and building an awareness of new possibilities achievable through advocacy and building a voice in the 
community, and providing opportunities for youth to dream, plan and act to improve the situation inside 
their community, through volunteering and becoming the last-mile solution in delivery of community 
transformation. Transformation including self-belief, leadership and community service.

Initially working with just 10 people, but over time they have improved and expanded to having 1,400 
volunteers, 400 available at any time in 8 different safe-space areas of NW Syria.  

In the last five years by helping give time voluntarily over 15,000 people have been helped. This sort 
of scale up now needs to be snow-balled, “franchised” across all local NGO’s and rolled out across 
NW Syria, identifying tomorrows leaders, supporting the development of their social conscience and 
capacity to manage, and giving them the resources to lead the building of a new Syria

WE WERE BORN HERE, WE WILL STAY, PLANTING LOVE
YOUNG PEOPLE ARE THE CENTER FOR A BETTER CHANGE.

Rima is an example of the professional class who have moved to the humanitarian response, bringing 
technical skills and years of experience. Like many doctors and nurses who now lead teams in NGO’s. 
Before the conflict, Rima was a social worker inside Syria, working as a state employee, with a clear 
career path. Now they are leaders in the NGO sector, Doctors running hospitals inside Syria and Social 
workers building the skills of a new generation of protection case-workers and outreach staff.
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Layla comes from Homs, but lived in Damascus, had trained to work in a bank and thought she would 
stay working in a bank for the rest of her life. In 2011, Layla had travelled to France, spending time 
with friends from Tunis, Yemen, and Libya. None of her friends have had the life they were expecting. 
Returning to Turkey in 2014, Layla still hoped to work in a bank, - but did not speak Turkish. After a 
couple of months looking, she started applying for work in NGOs in Antakya, working for an NGO 
called Syria Relief. Due to her background in risk management in banking, it seemed natural to join the 
M and E teams- auditing internal processes. After some time, she moved back to Major Rescue- the 
main donor for the White Helmets and joined Ihsan for Relief and Development. IRD have 1700 staff in 
Syria, including 350 teachers covering FSL, Education, WASH Protection and Emergency and Shelter.

The position of young women in NW Syria is challenged by conservatism. Community service provides 
an opportunity for young women to demonstrate the benefit of their empowerment. Yasmin, Rima, 
Hyam, and Layla are examples of a new brighter Syria.

Section 5: The Grand Bargain
Echoing the proceedings of the 2020 General meeting of the Grand Bargain, we request support to 
demonstrate the agreed risk management approach. We would like the Syria response to:

• Take a comprehensive view of risk and promote a holistic approach focusing on trust, which includes 
making demonstrable progress across the work-streams.
• Clarify the meaning and implications of risk sharing (going towards achieving common terminology 
on risk), including the “addressing the power imbalances and create a safe environment for partners 
to report cases, where reporting is rewarded rather than sanctioned”. 
• Agree on an acceptable level of risk and engage the senior level with our leadership and management 
teams.
• Identify the appropriate forum to discuss risk sharing linked to principles and commitments, put 
together a SMART plan for us within the context of Syria to allow us to develop a risk sharing agenda 
jointly, and 
• Capture the lessons on risk from the response to the COVID-19 pandemic to see if we can seize the 
opportunity to increase risk appetite.

Greater Transparency
Support us to develop in-house capacity to meet the challenges demands of donors and their back-
governance.

More support and funding tools for local and national responders
Complete the discussion about capacity building of our membership, finalise a comprehensive SMART 
road map and agree transition from international agency sub-contracting to partnership.
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Increase the use and coordination of cash-based programming
Rapidly develop the capacity to move away from In-kind distribution to a cash+ approach with clear 
justification where in-kind is needed to address a specific vulnerability.

Within the cash migration, move towards addressing vulnerability comprehensively, especially maximising 
the human capital that is under-employed in Syria to deliver humanitarian and development outcomes, 
delivering durable solutions rather than short-term unsustainable ones. 

Reduce duplication and management costs with periodic functional reviews
Resource a cross- cluster working group to improve the development of service maps and local funding 
of initiatives for and by youth.

Improve joint and impartial needs assessments
Accelerate the investment in a network of community-based youth volunteers to take over the front-
line community level work.

A participation revolution: include people receiving aid in making the decisions which 
affect their lives
The youth in Syria deserve a voice, support the establishment of two way communication with our youth, 
expand the in-community access points of child and youth safe-centres
Increase collaborative humanitarian multi-year planning and funding and reduce the 
earmarking of donor contributions
As we enter our eleventh year, we advocate for donor support for bridging grants to prevent inefficient 
run-gap-restart funding for key humanitarian and moving from emergency to durable solutions delivered 
by youth.

Harmonise and simplify reporting requirements
Continue to allow us to fill the gaps in our capacity with international support, training and setting 
standards to reach the quality expected as full partners rather than sub-contractors and implementing 
partners.

Let us agree how we can demonstrate how youth, well-resourced and supported can become the nexus 
between humanitarian response and early recovery with reduced use of tents, more extensive support 
for block construction, less water and solid waste trucking and more system based approaches.
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Key statistics
Death Toll
Estimates vary of the number of casualties in the conflict, conservative estimates to December 2020:

• Over 600,000 fatalities 
• 227,000 civilians 7 with men being ten times more likely to be fatal casualties than women. 
• 29,450 children1 killed, 
• Most casualties left families. Children without a father, and mothers without husbands.

Children and youth
Most children have experienced breaks in their schooling, setting them back in their learning.

• 2.4 million children out of school
• High school graduation levels have collapsed from the pre-conflict 98%  8

• Young people unable to find salaried jobs, report that ¾ work “informally, part-time, or are self-
employed”.
• Ten years late, over 1,000,000 students have now missed high school graduation.
• Children born in NW Syria since 2010 do not have birth certificates or national ID cards, which 
prevents them from enrolling in school.

Family finances
 The resilience of people in NW Syria is exhausted

• Fall in official exchange rate from $1= 52SYP in 2010 to 1257 SYP9 in 2020 (SYP 3,900/US$1 on 
informal market 10. 
• Without regular work, for Young people in NW Syria, 44% are living on savings, 43% are borrowing 
money and 42% rely on other family members for survival. 11

• 82% report a significant deterioration in their ability to meet basic needs since August 2019. 
• 71% have increased debt to survive since August 2019. 
• 65% report currently being unable to meet the basic needs of their household.
• 80% of the population already live below the international poverty line of $1.90 per day.
• 5.9 million people across Syria need shelter assistance. 
• At least 12.4 million people are estimated to be food insecure 12. 

Homes before tents
• 83% if IDP’s in NW Syria owned their own house before the conflict.
• 64% of these houses were destroyed or damaged.
• Only 45% now live in rented “finished” buildings – apartments and houses.
• 12% live in concrete block houses made after the conflict, two thirds of them made without NGO 
assistance.
• 25% of IDP’s live in tents 13

7 Https://sn4hr.org/
8 2010 data
9 https://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount=1&From=USD&To=SYP
10 WFP Dec 2020
11 labor market assessment youth. Report taken from: 20th October to 14th November 2019
12 https://bit.ly/3w06jYzb
13 SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC, Shelter/NFI Cluster, X-Border Operation - Turkey Hub ShelterCluster.org 

Https://sn4hr.org/
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/wfp-0000124499/download/?_ga=2.49367462.1201590671.1615459669-2032144150.1615459669&_gac=1.46020054.1615459669.cj0kcqiankecbhdparisafdtltjh2mvswkwszpsqi3bxfmpbwlwwpzql5uobjrm09jozm7xokx0v8tuaagj6ealw_wcb
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