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Executive Summary
We at Syria Relief/Action For Humanity are deeply 
concerned that, due to budget cuts and lack of 
international support, that hundreds of thousands 
of Syrian children will soon be unable to attend 
full time education completely. In less than 12 
months, Syria Relief have gone from running 306 
schools to 24, and by the end of year, it could be 0, 
forcing over 100,000 children out of education. 133 
of these schools (providing 40,160 children with 
an education) were indirectly funded by the UK 
government’s aid budget, through the Chemonics 
Manahel programme, which has benefitted over 
380,000 children in war-torn Syria since it began in 
2018.

This, to us, is the biggest example yet of the failure 
and destructiveness of the UK government’s 
decision to cut the UK aid budget from 0.7% of 
Gross National Income (GNI) to 0.5%. This was a 
political choice that we, and the children, parents 
and teachers of Syria, hope will desperately be 
reversed. This report is our plea to anyone in the UK 
government to think again and any donor to help fill 
the humanitarian gaps left by Syria becoming the 
world’s forgotten crisis.  

We believe that the UK aid budget cuts and the 
struggle to gain awareness and sympathy of the 
plight of Syrian children, amidst competing media 
stories – Ukraine, COVID-19 and Partygate – are 
to blame for the 100,000+ children who now face 
a childhood without an education. Whilst we 
fully support the international response to the 
humanitarian crisis in Ukraine, it is deeply unfair for 
aid in Ukraine to come at the expense of victims of 
other conflicts, like children in Syria. We implore 
the UK government to increase its overseas aid 
budget back to 0.7% of GNI or the government 
will be forced to choose between Ukrainian or 
Syrian children. This reduced aid budget means 
a so-called “global Britain” is forcing itself to 
choose between helping people in Ukraine or 
Syria, Afghanistan or Yemen, Bangladesh or Sudan, 
Somalia or Libya.  

Cuts to the aid budgets of governments in the 
Global North, forces the poorest communities 
in the world to compete with each other. Syrian 
children should not be forced to compete with other 
children in order to get an education. This is not a 
gameshow. This is deciding who has a future. This 
is deciding between life or death.

Our flash assessment of parents, children and 
teachers that are impacted shows that pulling 
funding for the education system and speaking to 
educational and context experts finds that:

• All parents, children and teachers we speak 
to are either “very worried” or “worried” by 
school closures

• Parents are openly admitting to considering 
sending their children to work or forcing their 
girls into early marriages if they are unable to 
attend school

• The human capital of countless Syrian children 
will be severely impacted, significantly 
reducing the ability for the next generation of 
Syrians to be able to contribute to or lead the 
rebuilding of a post-conflict Syria

• There will be a close-to-immediate rise in 
child labour, child marriage, early pregnancies, 
child conscription to military and armed 
groups, child exploitation and child trafficking

• Thousands of children who need psychosocial 
support for the trauma crisis that is impacting 
displaced Syrian children due to witnessing 
and experiencing the brutal conflict, will 
no longer receive any of the mental health 
support they need

To address this Syria Relief/Action For Humanity 
are calling on:

• The UK government to immediately reverse 
their cut to the overseas aid budget from 0.7% 
of GNI to 0.5% and ringfence funding the aid 
response in Syria

• All governments to fully fund the humanitarian 
needs of Syrians in May 2022’s pledging 
conference 

• For donors, other governments and the 
general public to fill the gaps left by the UK 
government by donating to our emergency 
education campaign by going to
https://syriarelief.org.uk/appeals/save-
syrias-schools/
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Introduction
The Syrian conflict has just marked its eleventh 
year. It is also marking eleven years and counting 
of continuing human suffering, bombing, 
displacement of civilians, the spread of poverty 
and insecurity, and the loss for many families’ 
ability to meet their basic needs or anything that 
resembles a dignified life. Most non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and civil society 
organisations (CSOs) operating within the Syrian 
context seek to meet the basic needs of Syrians, 
especially for children who have been deprived of 
their minimum rights to receive safe education.

Northern Syria, and in particular Idlib, is the 
epicentre of the humanitarian crisis in Syria, as it 
faces another layer of the crisis in conjunction with 
the international community’s inability to meet the 
needs of millions of displaced people in the region 
amid the Coronavirus pandemic.

For most people around the world, childhood is 
considered a treasured, special time in one’s life. A 
time of development, fun, innocence and education. 
A childhood, as the world understands it, is an 
impossible and unimaginable concept in many 
parts of Syria. 

Around 30,000 children have been killed since the 
start of the Syrian conflict in 2011i. Last year alone, 
nearly 900 children were killed or injured in Syriaii. 
According to No Lost Generation, 1.75 million 
children aged between 5 and 17 are out of school 
and a further 1.35 million are at risk of dropping out 
and more than half of teachers and education staff 
have left the education systemiii and UNICEF say 
one in three schools inside Syria can no longer be 
used due to being destroyed, damaged or used for 
military purposesiv. 

The schools that are operational are often 
overcrowded, lacking in basic materials, electricity, 
water, heating and, in IDP camps, they are often just 
large tents. Life in Syria for children is tough. 22% 
of communities report child labour as frequently 
occurring whilst 18% report child marriage as very 
common. 28% of families have withdrawn children 
from school to have them work, to take part in early 
marriage or migrate due to lack of foodv.  

Many children are forced to scavenge in bombed 
out building for materials to sell and often come 
across unexploded bombs or mines which can kill 
or maim them. Close to 13,000 child casualties 
have been due to landmines, explosive remnants 
of war and unexploded ordnance since the start 
of the conflictvi. As well as the physical scars of 
the conflict, there are the mental scars. A report 
released last year by Syria Relief/Action For 
Humanity found that 100% of all IDPs in Idlib 
under the age of 18 that we surveyed have PTSD 
symptoms (compared to 60% of Syrian refugee 
children in Lebanon and Turkey), suggesting that 
growing up in a warzone causes severe damage to 
a child’s mental healthvii. 

Despite a childhood being close to impossible for 
children in Syria, NGOs like Syria Relief/Action 
For Humanity and our donors have committed to 
supporting the next generation through providing 
them with a key component of a child’s formative 
years – by operating schools for them. Up until 
June 2021, Syria Relief/Action For Humanity ran 
306 schools inside Syria, which made us the largest 
non-governmental provider of education in the 
country. We were then reduced to 153 school due 
to funding cuts. 

One of the biggest donors to our education was the 
UK government through its overseas aid budget, 
who were the third biggest aid donor to Syria and 
funded 133 of the schools we currently operate. 
However, the funding for these ended on April 30th 
2022. Due to other cuts in donations, we will be 
reduced to just 24 schools and, potentially, zero by 
August 2022 as other donors are facing a reduction 
in funds for providing aid in Syria. Despite the 
growing need for more support, the UK pledged 
in March 2021 to cut its support to victims of the 
Syrian conflict by a third, of which another report 
by Syria Relief found that 83% of IDPs inside 
Syria expressed concern it would impact 
their situation.viii

There was once close to 100,000 Syrian children 
in education thanks to schools operated by Syria 
Relief/Action For Humanity, before April 30th, 
there were only 43,760 being educated in 153 
schools. Now we have lost funding from the UK 
government for the 133 schools a further 40,160 
are out of school. The remaining 24 schools mean 
3,600 children will receive an education provided 
by Syria Relief/Action For Humanity and then - 
eventually, if nothing is done – zero by 
August or November.

Syria Relief/Action For Humanity schools not only 
provide a quality education, but psychosocial 
support is on hand at our schools to help children 
with issues like trauma. We operated multiple 
mobile schools in order to ensure children in 
hard-to-reach places were not deprived of an 
education. Syria Relief/Action For Humanity also 
has an incredible track record of providing quality 
education for children with disabilities. 

The hope is that many of the 100,000 children who 
will be out of an education due to the education 
funding cuts will be educated through local 
authorities. However, their resources are stretched 
more than many NGOs and there is currently 
no feasible capacity for them to take in 40,000-
100,000 children who will be out of education 
from the closure of Syria Relief/Action For 
Humanity’s schools alone – let alone the 
hundreds of thousands of additional children 
who will be out of education from other 
NGO-ran schools closing. 

This report will bring together the potential 
impacts of the school closure, drawing on the 
expertise of our programmatic staff, education 
experts, teachers, parents and children of the 
schools that will be impacted by the closure 
and what needs to be done to stop this 
impending disaster. 
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Methodology
Research into the impact a reduction of funding will 
have on Syria Relief/Action For Humanity’s ability 
to operate schools was done internally through 
comparing the income for education projects and 
our ability to deliver projects to forecasted budgets, 
taking into account existing needs assessment and 
organisational expertise. 

For information from parents, teachers and 
children, Syria Relief/Action For Humanity’s 
Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and 
Learning (MEAL) department collected data from 
the schools it supervised on April 9th 2022. The 
survey was developed by the MEAL department 
to collect data in all targeted sites, through the 
KOBO toolbox application. Using the standard 
methodology for the needs assessment the 
questionnaire was conducted with people familiar 
with the educational situations as random sampling 
was chosen for the selection of households. To 
ensure homogeneity, the surveyors were instructed 
to cover the targeted sites by following systematic 
random selection. 

The sample for formal schools was targeting three 
groups (Students, Parents and Education Officials). 
For students the sample size was based on 95% 
confidence level and 15% confidence interval, 33 
students out of 133 schools, parents and teachers 
17 questionnaires which are nearly 50% from 
sample students.

Children
33 children (20 male, 13 female) who attend 
schools operated by Syria Relief were interviewed 
with a set of questions designed with the intent of 
drawing out a child’s thoughts on potential school 
closures. The questions were written in easy-to-
understand language, but not in a tone that would 
be alarming for the children. The children currently 
attend one of four schools in either the Ariha or 
Ehsem subdistrict of Idlib. 

Parents
17 parents (13 female, four male) parents who 
have children at a Syria Relief/Action For Humanity 
operated school with questions designed specially 
to draw on their perspective of the potential 
impacts of school closures. The parents have 
children at one of four schools in either the Ariha 
or Ehsem subdistrict of Idlib. On average, parents 
we spoke to had four children in total (ranging 
between two and six), three children in education 
(ranging between two and five).

Teachers
17 teachers (14 female, three male) who work at 
five different schools operated by Syria Relief/
Action For Humanity were interviewed with a 
series of questions designed to draw on their 
professional expertise on the impact school 
closures may have. The schools were either in the 
Ariha or Ehsem subdistrict of Idlib. 

Results
Children
94% of children described themselves as “very 
worried” about school closures, whereas only 6% 
identified as being just “worried”. Zero children 
described themselves as anything besides 
“worried” or “very worried” about the situation. 
67% of students we spoke to said there had been 
times where they couldn’t go to school and the 
remaining 33% said their education had not been 
interrupted.  

Parents
100% of parents we spoke to described themselves 
as “very worried” about potential closure of Syria 
Relief/Action For Humanity schools. Of the parents 
we spoke to, 12% said they had at least one child 
whose education has been interrupted already.  

In terms of what will happen to their children if 
they can no longer go to school, 100% said they 
would seek for their children to get an education 
from a mosque, 82% said they would attempt 
home-schooling, 41% said they would consider 
sending their child to work and 29% said they 
would consider forcing their female child/children 
into early marriage. 

100% of parents we spoke to said they did not have 
the funds to send their children to receive a private 
education. 82% of parents said they had at least 
one child which needed the psychosocial support 
provided by Syria Relief/Action For Humanity 
schools.

Teachers
In terms of issues faced whilst working in Syria 
Relief/Action For Humanity schools, 88% of 
respondents cited a lack of teaching materials 
and insufficient/no pay for teachers, 65% cited 
oversized classes and 47% claimed a lack of 
support. 94% of teachers said they were “very 
worried” and only one teacher (6%) said they 
were just “worried”. Zero teachers described 
themselves as anything besides “worried” or “very 
worried” about the situation.

100% of teachers we spoke to said that the school 
closures will lead to a rise in child labour and 
decline in the education level of children. 94% said 
it would lead to a rise in early marriage and 15% 
said children would be out of education for good. 
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Findings
Whilst we acknowledge the sample for our surveys 
of parents, children and teachers is not large or 
wide enough to be representative of anything other 
than those who will be directly impacted by the 
closures of the schools operated by Syria Relief/
Action For Humanity, we believe that from our 
research - as outlined by the methodology - 
we can draw the following conclusions from 
the wider context:

Everyone impacted in 
Northern Syria is worried 
about school closures
Those on the ground in Northern Syria, whether 
they are parents, teachers or the children 
themselves, know that there is no feasible 
alternative for children if projects like those 
operated by Syria Relief/Action For Humanity 
and our Chemonics Manahel partners are closed 
completely. The local authorities do not have 
the resources or ability to provide the quality 
of education, sufficient scholastic materials, 
facilities which are exclusive for children with 
disabilities or additional needs-meeting services, 
like psychosocial support for the children suffering 
from trauma and other mental health issues, which 
according to Syria Relief/Action For Humanity’s 
2021 report, is the overwhelming majority of 
displaced children inside Syriaix.

The rise in child labour, child 
marriage, early pregnancies, 
child conscription to 
military and armed groups, child 
exploitation and 
child trafficking will be 
almost immediate 
With no feasible alternative to full-time education 
for tens of thousands of Syrian children, parents 
are being forced to look for alternatives – the 
best options are hoping the over-stretched local 
authorities can provide an education or that 
mosques will. However, other parents are openly 
considering alternatives. 

Many children have already had their education 
disrupted due to displacement, damage or 
destruction and the ability and quality of 
education, due to the context, has always been 
challenging – causing some parents to question 
the value in sending their children to school at all. 

These school closures will be the final straw for 
many families. 

With poverty rates rocketing, 90% of Syrians 
now living below the poverty linex, some parents 
are considering making their children more 
economically active – in other words, sending them 
to work or having them conscripted in military or 
armed groups. Girls are less of a financial burden 
to families already living below the extreme 
poverty line if they are married and this often leads 
to early pregnancy. It is our belief that, despite 
FCDO’s previously stated commitment to get more 
girls into schoolxi, their decision to cut funding 
for 133 Syria Relief/Action For Humanity schools, 
will in fact result in less girls attending school 
and more girls in early marriages. Of the 40,160 
children who will be without full time education, 
20,605 of these are girls.

This seems to be part of an overall pattern, as 
reported by Care International, that the UK 
has significantly reduced its funding to girls in 
educationxii:

“Reporting to IATI from the UK suggests that 
the funding to education projects with a gender 
component has decreased between 2019 
and 2021… Proportionally, funding to girls’ 
education under this definition made up 5.4% 
of the UK ODA reported to IATI in 2019 and 4.2% 
in 2020. In 2021, this figure reduced slightly to 
4.1% and given the overall UK ODA volume cuts, 
this will likely equate to a volume decrease of 
up to £128 million.”

Children out of school, especially in dangerous 
conflict zones, are at greater risk of falling victim 
to violence, exploitation and trafficking. Having 
hundreds of thousands of children out of full-time 
education will benefit no one besides traffickers 
and those looking to exploit and harm children.

The ability for the next 
generation to help rebuild 
Syria will be greatly hindered
The human capital of hundreds of thousands of 
Syrian children – their education, their life chances, 
their physical and mental health, their ability to 
read and write – are already impacted significantly 
by having disrupted education. That hundreds 
of thousands of children will now be joining 
the millions of children already out of full-time 
education completely is a devastating blow to the 
next generation of Syrians. A “lost generation” 
no longer seems adequate to describe what is 
happening to Syrian children, this is a generation 
that is falling victim to criminally wilful neglect 
from the outside world. By pulling the funding 
to their education without providing a feasible 
alternative, the world is severely reducing the 
ability for the next generation of Syrians to be 
able to contribute to or lead the rebuilding of a 
post-conflict Syria.  A post-war Syria will need 
engineers, doctors, teachers – however the reality 
is that the next generation of Syrians will have 
lower literacy levels, poorer mental and physical 
health and historically reduced levels of human 
capital. We are not just failing Syrians now, we are 
failing Syrians for the foreseeable future. 

The trauma crisis in Syria 
will continue unaddressed
The previously mentioned 2011 report by Syria 
Relief/Action For Humanity, The Destruction You 
Can’t See: A report into the prevalence of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms 
amongst IDPs and refugees from the Syrian 
conflict uncovered the trauma epidemic amongst 
displaced Syrians. 99% of displaced people 
inside Northwest Syria and 100% of under-18s 
surveyed were found to have symptoms compatible 
with a PTSD diagnosis, yet only 1% knew of any 
mental health support available to them. Given 
that schools operated by Syria Relief/Action For 
Humanity provided one of the precious few forms 
of psychosocial support available to children, their 
closure will mean less traumatised children will get 
the help they need, while the main cause of trauma 
– the conflict – rumbles on unabated. Thousands 
of children who need psychosocial support for the 
trauma crisis that is impacting displaced Syrian 
children due to witnessing and experiencing the 
brutal conflict, will no longer receive any of the 
mental health support they need and deserve. 

The world is bored with Syria
The reality is that Syria is experiencing a reduction 
in funding, not due to reduced humanitarian needs, 
but due to global apathy. In fact, Syrians need 
more support than ever before. The UN said in 
September that the humanitarian needs in Syria 
are “greater than ever”xiii. According to World 
Vision, the economic cost of the Syrian conflict 
is estimated to be $1.2 trillion (£870 billion)
xiv. 13.4 million Syrians in need of some form of 
humanitarian assistancexv, a 21% rise since 2020xvi 

and 12.4 million people are suffering from food 
insecurity, a 57% increase since 2020xvii.  

However, over the past 12 months, the growing 
humanitarian needs, daily human rights abuses 
and war crimes in Syria have barely made the news. 
Syria Relief/Action For Humanity’s September 
2021 report, A Place Where Bad Things Happen: 
The public’s normalisation of war crimes in the 
Syrian conflict, covers how the suffering and 
atrocities in Syria have been normalised and thus 
less newsworthy. However, since this report’s 
publication, the humanitarian situation in Syria 
has suffered even more due to getting close to no 
coverage compared to more newsworthy contexts, 
like Ukraine and Afghanistan. 

A reduction in aid budgets, like those the 
UK government has embarked upon, while 
humanitarian needs are growing globally and 
new conflicts and disasters are sprouting, forces 
NGOs and advocates for communities in need of 
humanitarian assistance to compete with each 
other. Ukrainian children should not get the help 
they need and deserve at the expense of Syrian 
children, just like Yemeni people on the brink 
of starvation should not lose out on the food 
they need to an Afghan person on the brink of 
starvation. They should all get the help they need 
and deserve. This should not be a competition. 
Which children live and which die, which children 
have a future and an education and which don’t 
should not is a decision no one should have to 
make, however reduced aid budgets in a time 
of growing need forces donors to have to 
make this choice. 
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Messages 
from Children

As part of this process, we asked the children we 
interviewed if they had a message for the people 
who pay for their schooling. Here are some of the 
messages, they wanted to share with the world:

Maryam*
from Ehsem

who wants to be a teacher herself, has this message 

Your support will build 
my future, thank you.

Ahmed*
from Ehsem

says he wants to be a teacher one day. 
His message is: 

“Thank you very much because you enlighten 
the lights of science and because you help 

support the school, you will graduate a better 
generation away from violence.”

Fatima*
from Ariha

who wants to be a doctor says 

Keep supporting because we have the 
right to learn and we have the right to be 
like the rest of the children in the world.

Mazen*
from Ehsem

another aspiring doctor 

Don’t close my school, my second 
home, and I love it so much.

Ali*
from Ariha

who aspires of a career in medicine, says 

May God reward you  with all the best, and 
God willing, the support will remain so that the 

school will remain prosperous with children 
and until we exercise our right to learn.

Omar*
from Ariha

who wants to be a dentist, wrote 

I hope you will continue to 
support schools because

 it is our right to learn.

Hamza*
from Ariha

who wants to grow up and be a doctor, says 

“Keep supporting the school, we need 
education. We love you and our school.”

*All children’s names have been changed for safety reasons.

Ahmed*
from Ariha

who has aspirations of being an engineer, says 

“Keep supporting [our schools] because we 
are children and we have the right to learn and 

thank you for the previous support”
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A generation of Syrian children are on the brink of 
disaster. It is in our power to stop this – and it will 
not cost much, but we need to act now. 
Here are our recommendations. 

1. The UK government needs to immediately:

i) Reverse its decision to cut the UK aid budget 
from 0.7% of GNI to 0.5%

ii) Ensure funds are immediately allocated to 
keep Syria Relief/Action For Humanity and all 
Chemonics Manahel schools operational

iii) Funds to respond to the humanitarian needs 
of Syrians are ringfenced to ensure they are 
protected from any further reduction in cuts, 
should UK GNI fall

2. All international governments need to pledge 
to fund the humanitarian response for Syria in full 
in the European Union and UN’s co-chaired 6th 
Brussels Conference on supporting the future of 
Syria and the Region from May 9th – May 18th 2022

3. Donors and the general public need to fill any 
gaps left by donors and fund Syria Relief/Action For 
Humanity schools in our education emergency by 
going to https://syriarelief.org.uk/appeals/save-
syrias-schools/ 

Frankly speaking, failure to do so will mean 
less boys and girls in school, less children with 
disabilities in school, virtually no mental health 
support for children suffering from trauma, more 
child marriages, more child labour, more children 
in military and armed groups, more children 
exploited, more children trafficked. 

Syrian children deserve a future. 

They need our help. 

Please do not fail them.  
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