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Protracted Civil Unrest in Syria

The popular uprisings in the Arab world engulfed Syria in mid-
March, evolving into a ‘slow motion revolution’ (International 
Crisis Group, 2011) with Syrians taking to the streets in self-
declared peaceful protests, calling for change. The Government 
of Syria claims that armed groups and foreign elements are 
responsible for the current instability. 

The resulting civil unrest is increasingly having humanitarian 
consequences including displacement, impeded access to 
medical assistance and disrupted economic activity. However, 
the overwhelming humanitarian concern is the urgent need to 
protect civilians from the excessive use of force. Protection 
needs are becoming more acute with the protracted nature of 
the crisis. 

From the 20 to 25 August the Director of OCHA Geneva, Rashid 
Khalikov, led the first UN humanitarian mission in Syria. The 
mission comprised representatives from key UN agencies 
within Syria and the objective was to independently assess 
the overall humanitarian situation. The team visited several 
of the country’s most affected districts including, At Douma, 
Mo’adamiya, Homs, Tall Kalakh, Banyas, Baida, Lattakia, 
Darkus, Jisr Ash Shugur, Maraat al Numaan and Hama. 

The mission concluded that there was no country-wide 
humanitarian crisis or any immediate need for large-scale 
provision of relief at this time, however, humanitarian needs 
are gradually increasing and there is an urgent need to protect 
civilians.

A pressing protection concern is access to detention 
facilities. On 5 September the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) were granted access to a detention facility 
in Damascus for the first time. The access coincided with the 
President of ICRC, Jacob Kellenberger’s second visit to Syria 
since the unrest began.

Protection is main Humanitarian Concern in Libya

In mid-August, anti-Government forces in Libya advanced 
on Tripoli and by the end of the month, the capital was firmly 
under opposition control. In the beginning of September, 
the opposition National Transitional Council (NTC) officially 
moved to Tripoli from the eastern town of Benghazi, the cradle 
of the Libyan uprising. At the same time, the UN re-established 
its humanitarian presence in the capital.

“The humanitarian situation remains fragile. It is critical to 
ensure an immediate and effective UN presence on the ground 
to help identifying and assisting vulnerable populations 
who have been particularly affected by the conflict”, the 
Humanitarian Coordinator for Libya, Panos Moumtzis, said 
upon arrival in Tripoli.

UN humanitarian agencies and many NGOs have for 
months worked from Benghazi as well as from Egypt and 
Tunisia responding to the crisis and the large cross-border 
displacement of mainly migrant workers out of Libya. Over 

The UN Humanitarian Mission’s itinerary in Syria. Map: OCHA 
ROMENACA

Syrian Arab Republic Crisis: Humanitarian Mission (20 Aug - 25 Aug 2011)
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identified at least 7,000 people affected and up to a thousand 
buildings damaged in adjacent villages of Kyrgyzstan. In 
response, DRCU through UN agencies, international NGOs 
and the Kyrgyz National Red Crescent Society provided the 
affected populations with tents, bed items, hygiene kits and 
safe water.       

The Government of Uzbekistan did not request any assistance; 
however other governments in the region have offered their 
support to Uzbekistan to deal with the aftermath of the 
earthquake.  

860,900 people have left Libya since the beginning of the 
conflict in mid-February 2011. Around 45 per cent or 303,000 
people are Third Country Nationals, according to IOM.

On top of the agenda of OCHA and many humanitarian 
partners is the protection of civilians against continued acts of 
violence. Media reports both of reprisal attacks and targeting 
of migrants, particularly Sub-Saharan Africans, who are being 
accused of having worked as mercenaries for the former 
regime. Agencies such as IOM have made urgent appeals to 
warring parties in Libya to respect international humanitarian 
law and ensure no harm comes to migrants seeking refuge. 
Another urgent protection concern is the existence of 
unexploded ordnance and mines throughout Libya.

Agencies such as World Food Program (WFP), UN’s Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO), in 
coordination with the NTC, also provide emergency water, 
health care and medicines as well as food to affected 
populations.

At the end of August, UNICEF was procuring and distributing 
bottled drinking water to residents of Tripoli, aiming to reach 
500,000 people for a period of two weeks. WFP was dispatching 
600 metric tons of staple food commodities also in Tripoli for 
distribution by the Libyan Red Crescent to more than 35,500 
conflict-affected and displaced people for one month. At the 
request of the NTC, WFP was also procuring 250,000 metric 
tons of gasoline to cover humanitarian needs for one month.

Meanwhile, WHO was ensuring the provision of essential 
medicines, vaccines and medical supplies for the whole of 
the country after the release of €100 million (US$142 million) 
from the Central Bank of Libya, following approval by the UN 
Sanctions Committee. For more information see:

http://northafrica.humanitarianresponse.info/

Central Asia: Earthquake hits Fergana Valley,                
14 killed

On 20 July, an earthquake of magnitude 6.1 on the Richter scale 
hit the Fergana Valley in Central Asia affecting households 
in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The epicentre was 
in Batken Oblast, Kyrgyzstan but Uzbekistan suffered most 
damage and loss. The earthquake left 14 people dead in 
Uzbekistan and dozens of injured in all three countries. 

The Ministry of Emergency Situations in Kyrgyzstan requested 
the United Nations Resident Coordinator, who chairs the 
Disaster Response Coordination Unit (DRCU), to deploy 
the South Rapid Emergency Assessment and Coordination 
Team (REACT). The assessment report produced by REACT 

Damage after the earthquake 20 July with epicentre in Batken Oblast, 
Kyrgyzstan. Photo: Anna Melikyan, OHCHR

World Humanitarian Day 2011

World Humanitarian Day 2011 (WHD) on 19 August, 
designated by the General Assembly of the UN in 2008,  was 
commemorated by OCHA Regional Office for the Middle East, 
North Africa and Central Asia in Cairo and the Sub-regional 
Office covering Central Asia in Almaty. 

A press conference was held in Cairo on 21 August with a 
panel of humanitarian professionals including OCHA, the 
UN refugee agency UNHCR, World Food Program (WFP) and 
Save the Children-Egypt. Focus was on crises in the region – 
Yemen and Libya in particular – but attention was drawn to the 
humanitarian disaster in the Horn of Africa, where large parts 
of Somalia have been declared famine areas.

In his global address on WHD 2011, UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon said:

“There is never a year without humanitarian crises.  And 
wherever there are people in need, there are people who 
help them (...) These humanitarians often brave great danger, 
far from home.  They work long hours, in the most difficult 
conditions.  Their efforts save lives in conflict and natural 
disaster”.
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“On World Humanitarian Day, we honour these aid workers 
and thank them for their dedication.  And we pay tribute to 
those who have made the ultimate sacrifice – in Afghanistan, 
Haiti and beyond.  Too many have died, or suffered their own 
loss, in the course of duty.  We pledge to do all we can to 
ensure the world’s humanitarians are kept safe to do their 
essential work”.

“This is also a day to examine our own lives and consider 
what more we can do to help -- to reach out to people enduring 
conflict, disaster and hardship.  Let those we honour today 
inspire us to start our own journey to make the world a better 
place and bring our human family more closely together”.

WHD 2011 in Cairo see www.un.org.eg/View.aspx?post=90

for Reconciliation of the South, the Ombudsmen of the Kyrgyz 
Republic, as well as representatives of international NGOs 
and local civil society. 

Dozens of media outlets came to cover the exhibition and 
interview the heads of agencies and representatives of 
various non-governmental organisations. 

The photo exhibition was organised by the inter-agency Crisis 
Communications Group in Kyrgyzstan to increase awareness 
of humanitarian affairs in the country.

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan sign up to the Regional 
Centre for Disaster Response and Risk Reduction

On World Humanitarian Day 19 August, the central Asian 
republics of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan signed an agreement 
on the establishment of the Central Asian Center for Disaster 
Response and Risk Reduction (CACDRRR). 

The centre will enhance regional cooperation and management 
in response to disasters which affect more than one country. 
Another objective is to strengthen national platforms and 
mechanisms for disaster risk reduction and build resilience 
to hazards and mitigate the effects of natural and man-made 
disasters.

The centre is the result of a sustained effort of the state 
emergency bodies of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
and their international partners including the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA), the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP), the European Commission’s 
Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department and the 
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
(UNISDR).

Just a month before the signing ceremony an earthquake in 
the Fergana Valley left 14 people dead, dozens injured and 
hundreds more without shelter in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan, stressing the need for regional cooperation in 
disaster management and response (see article above).

Aid workers are increasingly at risk carrying out their duties and 
there has been a steadily rising trend in killings and kidnappings of aid 
workers over the past ten years. Graphic: OCHA-CISB.

 Kyrgyzstan: Photo Exhibition to celebrate WHD 2011

On 17 August, a photo exhibition opened in the National 
Museum of Art in the Kyrgyz capital Bishkek, marking the 
country’s first celebration of the World Humanitarian Day. 
Entitled “To be where we are needed,” the exhibition featured 
50 photographs taken by staff from the many national and 
international humanitarian aid organisations that were part 
of the response to the June 2010 civil unrest in the south of 
Kyrgyzstan. 

The images, accompanied by captions in Kyrgyz, Russian 
and English, depicted what and how humanitarian aid was 
delivered to people in the affected areas.

The United Nations Resident Coordinator opened the 
exhibition which was also attended by the ambassadors of the 
Russian Federation and Japan, representatives of the Ministry 
of Social Protection, Ministry of Labour, Employment and 
Migration, the former Head of the Inter-Ministerial Commission 

For more information, please contact:
Jens Laerke, OCHA, 0020195 558 662,
laerke@un.org


