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OVERVIEW  
 
The humanitarian crisis in Syria is reaching appalling dimensions. Over 4 million people are now in need of 
humanitarian assistance inside Syria, including at least 2 million people who are internally displaced. Prices 
for flour and diesel are rising. Increasing numbers of people are unable to buy food. The fighting has 
destroyed homes leaving people forced to sleep in the streets, in mosques and schools. Medical care is 
inadequate. While current needs are acute, they are set to escalate dramatically as winter intensifies and the 
emergency threatens to be prolonged. Beyond Syria’s borders, in addition to the 600,000 registered 
refugees, UNHCR estimates 200,000 Syrians have fled but remain unregistered and uncounted in Syria’s 
neighbouring countries, and the refugee flow continues to increase every day. 
 
The response to this crisis remains dramatically insufficient. Extensive food aid distribution and shelter are 
urgently needed, as well as medical responses, protection and education. The basic humanitarian needs of 
millions of civilians are not being met. There are several dimensions to this.  Inside Syria, effective access for 
humanitarian aid is severely restricted and security is acutely fragile, making it extremely challenging and 
difficult to deliver aid. There is limited humanitarian capacity and expertise in both government-held and 
opposition-held areas. The conflict’s frontlines are constantly shifting. Significant numbers of civilians in 
areas of active combat currently do not have any support. The humanitarian response in refugee-hosting 
countries is also far from adequate, hampered by a lack of funds and effective coordination.  
 
According to humanitarian principles and under International Humanitarian Law, the international 
community has an obligation to provide humanitarian assistance wherever it is needed. It is vital that 
bilateral governments, multilateral donors, the UN funds and programmes and NGOs each play their part to 
alleviate the suffering of Syria’s beleaguered people. 
 
At the occasion of the Donor Conference in Kuwait on the 30 January, we call on governments and donors to 
uphold their humanitarian obligations and implement the following recommendations:  
  
 Increase humanitarian aid to ensure that humanitarian organisations and neighbouring countries have 

the necessary funds to deal with this protracted crisis and the capacity to respond to any drastic 
deterioration in the situation.  
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 Commit to improve the coordination of the humanitarian response inside Syria and the regional 
refugee response. Ensuring that all aid provision is coordinated with the UN is one way to minimise 
duplication and ensure needs are met. 

 
Similarly, we call on the United Nation to:  
 
 Step up its efforts to meet the needs of civilians in government held and opposition-held territory 

inside Syria.  
 

 Ensure the needs of the refugees are covered more adequately, especially for the many of them among 
host communities and currently beyond the reach of official assistance.   

 

 
Detailed Recommendations to the Governments and Donors  
 

1. Governments and Donors must increase humanitarian aid levels 
 

1.1. Funding levels– Recommendations to bilateral donors 
 
Currently, the Syria Humanitarian Assistance Response Plan (SHARP) and the Regional Refugee Response 
Plan (RRP) of 19 December 2012 are both severely underfunded, with only 3% of the response being met. It 
is vital that governments and donors pledge generously to the US$1.5 billion appeal. 
 
 The adequacy of the donor response will ultimately be judged by the impact on the civilian population. 

Yet one way to assess the donors’ response is to assess the extent to which governments contribute 
according to their relative wealth. By this measure, the fifteen largest bilateral donors to the appeal 
should be the United States, Japan, Germany, the UK, France, Italy, Canada, China, Spain, Mexico, 
South Korea, the Netherlands, Brazil, Russia, and Switzerland.i  

 According to the analysis of independent experts,ii by looking at past humanitarian aid contributions to 
the Syrian crisis, the contributions of Brazil, China, Japan, South Korea, and Russia have been 
considerably lower than other countries with comparable wealth. Given these countries represent 
almost a quarter of global wealth, they bear particular responsibilities to ensure they contribute their 
fair share of the international humanitarian response.  

 Already contributing donors should maintain their considerable efforts 
 
1.2. Funding protocols – recommendations to bilateral and institutional donors 

 
Existing funding levels and protocols do not match the new reality of the Syrian crisis where the frontlines 
are shifting and many of those in need of assistance lie outside areas of the Syrian government’s control. In 
opposition-held areas, many Syrian civil society organisations have emerged but have found it impossible to 
register due to a lack of state authority and are therefore unable to apply and receive funding from 
institutional/multilateral donors. Some donors are hesitant to fund cross-border work. Critical sectors of the 
humanitarian response also risk being overlooked. Greater flexibility in funding is required. In particular:  
 
 Donors should loosen their restrictions on funding for cross-border humanitarian responses to ensure 

all Syrian civilians in need of humanitarian assistance have access to it, wherever they are inside Syria.  
 Donors should address the shortfall in crucial sectors including protection, education, water and 

sanitation projects that are currently underfunded, as well as the huge need in basic infrastructure 
reconstruction (emergency waste management, communal energy supply network). 

 In what has become a protracted crisis, donors should provide more flexible and longer-term funding in 
order to enable aid agencies to plan and prepare effectively to meet evolving needs. 
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2. Coordination – recommendations to the donors, Gulf Cooperation Council and the 
Organization of the Islamic Conference 
 

To respond to a crisis of this magnitude requires a co-ordinated international response. There are multiple 
types of actors funding and bringing humanitarian aid into Syria: bilateral donations, contributions from 
diaspora networks, local civilian committees, regional and international NGOs, and Islamic philanthropic 
foundations. However, in many areas there is weak coordination across actors. Effective co-ordination 
mechanisms in all areas will ensure the appropriate aid reaches all those in need in accordance with 
humanitarian principles.  

 
 All donors at the pledging conference should commit to improve the coordination of the humanitarian 

response. Ensuring that all aid provision is coordinated with the UN is one way to minimise duplication 
and ensure needs are met. 

 Gulf donors could coordinate their effort more closely with other donors, including channelling more 
funds through multilateral bodies such as the UN.  

 There are ways to improve the response inside Syria including by the effective coordination among 
various partners and increased efforts to sensitise and negotiate with all parties to ensure that 
humanitarian aid is provided in a neutral and impartial way.  This will aid with the identification of 
trusted and effective Syrian local committees by all partners. Donors could also support innovations such 
as NGO coordinating mechanisms that connect INGOs/independent bodies working inside Syria with 
national NGOs.  

 
3. Refugees – Recommendations to Governments and Host countries 
 
3.1 General recommendations 
 
 All host countries should be supported to keep their borders open to civilians and to continue to offer 

them safe haven; they should also be encouraged to accept international support.   
 Host countries should strive to officially overcome the challenges that INGOs are facing in their efforts 

to provide their expertise to host countries struggling to meet the scale of the refugee crisis.  
 
3.2 Recommendations for specific refugee populations 
 
 Refugees in Iraq are disproportionately neglected by donors. Donors need to support agencies to 

address refugee needs wherever they are, including by supporting the exceptionally high costs of 
operating in a country as unstable as Iraq. 

 In Egypt, the UN expects the Syrian influx to result in a 75% increase in the overall refugee population by 
June 2013.  Operations in Egypt are already challenged by inadequate funding for aid agencies and a 
difficult social situation.  Support for Egypt should be seen as urgent even if the size of the Syrian refugee 
population is comparatively small. 

 
 

Detailed Recommendations to the UN  
 

1. Stepping up aid in government held- and opposition-held territory inside Syria.  
 

The UN has now declared Syria a Level 3 (L3) emergency, designating the crisis as its global priority. Given 
the continued violence and the escalating refugee flows, the increased institutional attention and 
‘empowered leadership’ entailed by the L3 categorization are welcome.  It is vital that this now translates 
into a more robust and dynamic response from the UN and meaningful change for civilian populations on the 
ground. More concerted efforts to negotiate access for independent, impartial humanitarian organisations, 
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to improved coordination throughout the country and across the region, and to secure greater 
understanding and adherence to international humanitarian law on the part of belligerents are expected.  
 
 In order for aid to reach those in need in Syria’s north as well, the UN should be willing and supported 

to negotiate access on an area by area basis and show more flexibility to enable them to fund and 
respond to need in all areas.  

 The designation of a senior leadership, experienced, qualified, Arab-speaking Senior-Emergency 
Humanitarian Coordinator (‘Super’ HC) should happen as quickly as possible, identifying someone with 
a track record of working with humanitarian partners and defending humanitarian principles to address 
large scale needs in complex emergencies.  

 The HC should ensure that a common strategic approach encompassing all the humanitarian needs in 
Syria is defined  to ensure that all needs across Syria – not just in those areas currently accessible to the 
UN – are identified and met, working creatively with (Western, non-Western, and Syrian) NGOs and 
donors to identify and support operations addressing these needs.  

 The HC should improve coordination by establishing Clusters within Syria, including for education and 
protection, with the cluster lead agencies putting in the additional capacity necessary for effective 
leadership. Major Arab NGO and institutions providing humanitarian assistance should be including. 

 The UN should ensure its has sufficient contingency plans and preparedness to enable it to scale up its 
response to needs inside Syria should it attain increased access to civilian populations in need.  

 

2. The needs of refugees must be adequately addressed.  
 
Backlogs in refugees’ registration are forming, depriving refugees of assistance when they are at their most 
vulnerable, having fled the violence in Syria with scarcely any possessions. Many refugees are choosing to 
seek shelter with host communities. The UN estimates that only 20% of Syrian refugees are in camps. The 
result is that host communities are feeling the strain and the needs of unregistered refugees are not being 
met. UNHCR is reported to be substantially increasing its presence in the region and this is a welcome step 
towards what should be effective coordination of the response across the region. 
 
2.1 General recommendations 
 
  UNHCR should aim to increase its capacity to register refugees, work with partners on contingency 

planning, and strengthen sectoral coordination and coordination with mandated agencies (e.g. UNRWA, 
UNDP, IOM) to ensure that the humanitarian needs of those choosing not to register, host communities, 
returnees and Palestinian refugees are met.  

 The UN should coordinate a community-wide approach to supporting all vulnerable groups and consult 
more with local NGOs. Providing assistance to communities rather than individuals will help mitigate the 
burden of refugees on the host populations and avert the risk of further insecurity and instability. 

 Protection measures should be scaled up for the most vulnerable, in particular child protection and 
psychosocial support.  

 
2.2 Recommendations for specific refugee populations 
 
 Palestinian refugees: Currently, hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees are without support 

because of the lack of a UN agency with the mandate to care for them.iii This mandate gap is having a 
huge human cost. The UN must ensure an effective response to the needs of this vulnerable 
population. 

 In Lebanon, there is a lack of coordination and weak UN leadership in response to the refugee crisis. 
Contingency planning, e.g., for increased needs for shelter, has barely begun despite the evidence of 
needs on the rise. There is no forum to discuss non-registered refugees and so far little effort has been 
made to coordinate the response for Syrian refugees. It is vital that UN leadership and coordination in 
Lebanon is stepped up. 
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Signatories: 
 
Christian Aid, UK  
 
International Rescue Committee, USA 
 
Islamic Relief, UK 
 
Norwegian Refugee Council, Norway 
 
People in Need, Czech Republic 
 
Refugees International, USA  
 
Save the Children, UK 
 
World Vision, UK 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
i According to data produced by the organization Development Initiatives, the United States should make the biggest contribution, paying for 22% of 

the overall response, closely followed by Japan, whose “fair share” would be US$196m with the following amounts as indicated “fair shares” for the 
top wealthiest nations: Germany US$110m, the United Kingdom U$S90m, France US$85m, Italy US$70 million, Canada US$50m $, China US$50m, 
Spain  US$45 million, Mexico US$ 37 million, South Korea US$35 m, the Netherlands and, Brazil each giving $25m and Russia US$ 22m. 
ii Analysis by Development Initiatives: Fair shares are derived from the UN scale of assessment. Country contributions include both bilateral and 
multilateral disbursements made via the EU institutions and the CERF and are based on total funding reported to the UN OCHA Financial Tracking 
Service (FTS), both inside and outside of the funding appeals. Development Initiatives is an independent organisation working for poverty elimination. 
We provide reliable information, analysis and advice on poverty and the resources to end it. www.devinit.org 
iii UNRWA was established to address the needs of Palestinian refugees who left Palestine in 1948. It has a mandate to address the needs of 1948 
refugees and, to a lesser extent, refugees from the 1967 war. But UNRWA has no mandate to assist the new refugee flows from Syria and is over 
whelmed. UNHCR has a mandate to assist all refugees except for Palestinians. 
 

 
 
 
 


