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Highlights 

 An estimated 120,000 people in need of 
humanitarian assistance are trapped in 
northern rural Homs after supply roads were 
cut in mid-January. 

 Several cases of acute malnutrition among 
pregnant women and children have been 
reported, as well as deaths related to lack of 
medical care.  

 A deterioration of the situation and a drastic 
increase in the number of people in need is 
expected in the coming weeks unless 
assistance or commercial goods are allowed 
in. 

 Since October 2015, humanitarian actors were 
unable to deliver aid to northern Homs. They are still awaiting approval to deliver life-saving supplies. 

 
 
 
Situation Overview  

Northern rural Homs is a predominantly agricultural area north of Homs city and south of Hama city. Two separate 

areas in northern rural Homs have been under Non-State Armed Groups (NSAG) control since January 2012:  

Ar-Rastan and Tabliseh where an estimated 90,000 people in need live, and Al Houla, where around 30,000 people 

in need reside. An estimated 17,000 of the 120,000 people in need residing in northern rural Homs are IDPs. Since 

the end of October 2015, the area has been subject to airstrikes and ongoing shelling. In mid-January 2016, GoS 

and allied forces began to impose stricter controls on roads leading to the two enclaves. On 23 January, the only 

remaining supply route from Aqrab village in Hama into the Al Houla enclave was cut. The road had reportedly 

also been used to transport supplies to other areas in northern rural Homs. As a result, the flow of supplies, already 

insufficient to sustain the basic needs of those living inside the areas, has come to a stop. Movement between the 

two enclaves is still possible, albeit with some difficulties. 

 

No UN aid delivery has been permitted into the area since October 2015 despite multiple requests. The United 

Nations designated the two enclaves in northern rural Homs a hard-to-reach area (HTR) in October 2012.  



Humanitarian Situation 

There are reports of increasingly acute shortages of food, basic commodities, medical items and fuel in the area. 

With the irregular supply routes used until mid-January now cut off, food items that are still available are now 

being sold at much higher prices. For example, bread bundles are currently sold for SYP 500 in northern rural 

Homs which is 900 percent more expense than in Homs city. Most civilians are unable to afford such prices, 

especially in the absence of any sustained income. As a predominantly rural and agricultural area northern Homs 

has some degree of self-sustainability when it comes to food security, however, with limited harvest opportunities 

in the winter months, local sources indicate that the situation could deteriorate quickly within the next two weeks. 

 

Local medical sources have reported an increase in moderate acute malnutrition amongst children (12.7 per cent) 

and pregnant women (25 per cent). These rates are significantly higher than the national average of 4.9 per cent.  

Additionally, 2.3 per cent of children were diagnosed with severe acute malnutrition, which is in line with the 

national average. Although UNICEF-funded nutrition programmes to treat moderate malnutrition used to be 

implemented by a local NGO in the enclaves, the lack of nutritional materials was hindering the response. 

Therefore, and as a result of the closure of all roads to north rural Homs levels of malnutrition are expected to 

rise. 

 

According to local sources, an estimated 35 per cent of the housing stock in the enclaves are damaged, leading to 

a shortage of available shelter. This shortage is further escalated by IDPs seeking refuge in the area. For example, 

200 families recently fled fighting in areas around Al Houla plain towards Al Houla itself. Additionally, recent 

fighting in January led to the displacement of an estimated 1,250 families from Harbanifse and Der Alfradies 

(southern rural Hama) into the northern rural Homs enclaves. These IDPs are housed in schools, mosques or 

hosted by the community, but other reports indicate that some families may be sleeping in the open despite 

temperatures below zero.  

 

Electricity supply was reportedly cut off on 15 October 2015 and civilians are collecting firewood from the 

surrounding agricultural lands to keep warm in the cold winter month. Without electricity, the main drinking water 

pump station that used to supply the majority of people in Ar-Rastan and Tabliseh with drinking water is not 

operational. The main drinking water pipeline that supplied water to 48,000 people is located in a restricted area 

and was reportedly closed more than six month ago. Residents of several areas in northern Homs have allegedly 

been forced to buy non-controlled water from private tankers at a high cost (SYP 1,000 per m3).  

 

Fuel and cooking gas are reportedly hard to come by. A litre of fuel now reportedly costs SYP 730, nearly four 

times the price of fuel in Homs city, and a 14kg cylinder of cooking gas costs SYP 14,000, nearly eight times the 

price of gas in Homs city. Sewage systems and waste management are reportedly not working properly. Landline 

telephone communications have been cut since the beginning of the crisis in 2012, and mobile coverage is 

unreliable. 

 

There are two health centres, one in Talbiseh and one in Al Houla. The facility in Talbiseh, however, was partially 

damaged. A doctor and two nurses now visit families in the area to provide first aid and primary health care. 

Patients with chronic diseases are at increased risk of not receiving appropriate treatment. Reportedly, 14 out of 

34 cancer patients in the area have died as adequate medical support could no longer be provided. There are a 



reported 17 dialysis patients in rural Homs who have recently been prevented from exiting the enclave to seek 

treatment in Homs, putting the lives of these patients at risk.  

 

An estimated 32,000 students in the area are struggling to get an education. Reportedly, 30% of schools are either 

damaged or had to be converted into make-shift shelters for IDPs. Currently 21 schools are operating in Ar-Rastan 

and 15 in Talbiseh. In Al Houla, out of an original 35 schools only 14 remain operational. Consequently, an 

estimated 50% of children are out of school in Al Houla. Educational materials are missing and dropout rates are 

high (70 per cent of for male secondary school students and 30 per cent for elementary school students). 

 

Unexploded ordinance (UXO) in fields poses a threat to civilians, many of which depend on agriculture for their 

livelihoods. Sixty-five per cent of those living in northern rural Homs are reportedly women and children. Children 

have been disproportionally affected by the fighting, and increasing numbers of child marriages, especially of 14-

16-year-old girls, have been reported.  

 

Humanitarian Response 

The last UN aid convoy reached rural northern Homs in October 2015. Ever since, the UN have been unable to 

send cross-line convoys due to a lack of approvals as well as fighting and airstrikes. 

The UN last reached Ar-Rastan with three inter-agency convoys on 26 March and 14, 21 April 2015, which 

collectively reached 81,415 beneficiaries. However, GoS forces refused to allow surgical materials to reach the 

area. Before that, two convoys reached 60,000 beneficiaries in February and March 2015. Medical supplies were 

allowed in, but surgical items were removed. Three requests to return to the area, submitted in March, July and 

October 2015, remain unanswered. In January 2016, the UN submitted another request to reach 92,500 

beneficiaries in HTR areas of Ar-Rastan sub-district.  

The UN last reached Talbiseh with three inter-agency convoys on 10, 16, 30 June 2015, which collectively targeted 

92,900 beneficiaries. Requests in July and October 2015 to return to the area remain unanswered. In January 

2016, the UN requested approval for an inter-agency convoy to reach 65,000 beneficiaries. 

On 25 June 2015, an inter-agency convoy to reach 35,000 beneficiaries was approved for Tir Maallah (also in Ar-

Rastan district), but final approval was never received.  A follow up request was submitted in November, but 

without response. An expanded request was submitted in January 2016 to reach 65,000 people in Tir Maallah and 

the surrounding areas. 

Three inter-agency convoys reached Al Houla on 22, 29 September and 8 October 2015. A request for an inter-

agency convoy to reach 60,000 beneficiaries remains pending approval. 

SARC and Syrian NGOs previously operating in the area are now unable to carry out their activities as there is no 

chance to negotiate access.  Suspended activities included WASH programmes, education, health and nutrition 

programmes, as well as psycho-social services. Children were reportedly are most affected by the suspension of 

the NGO activities. On 5 February 2016, however, SARC Homs received special permission to deliver 1,500 food 

parcels to Aldaar Alkabira village.  

For further information, please contact:  

Sebastien Trives, Head of OCHA Syria, trives@un.org 

 

For more information, please visit www.unocha.org/syria  www.reliefweb.int   
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