
 

DIRECTORATE-GENERAL FOR EXTERNAL POLICIES 
POLICY DEPARTMENT 
 

 

DG EXPO/B/PolDep/Note/2012_277  11 September 2012 

PE 491.439     

QUICK POLICY INSIGHT 

Humanitarian crisis in Syria 

Author: Pekka HAKALA 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The political and military 
drama unfolding in Syria has 
become a large-scale 
humanitarian crisis, with 2.5 
million Syrians in need of 
assistance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EU is the most 
important donor of 
humanitarian aid for Syria. 

The humanitarian crisis caused by violence in Syria is getting worse every 
day, particularly now that fighting has intensified in and around the 
strategically-important urban areas of Damascus and Aleppo. The recent 
massacre in Daraya, a suburb of Damascus, and the lethal attacks by both 
sides in Aleppo, illustrate the severity of abuses and the gravity of the 
situation. Violence also continues in other governorates, such as in Homs, 
Idlib and Deir Ezzor, with particular intensity. The death rate has spiralled 
upward, with the total surpassing 18 000 according to the UN — 23 000 
according to the Syrian opposition — since the beginning of the conflict 
18 months ago.  

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), as many as 2.5 million people in Syria are in need of humanitarian 
assistance, more than double the number estimated six months ago, and 
over 1.2 million people have been displaced internally. 

The flow of refugees out of Syria has also intensified. Neighbouring 
Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq are hosting approximately 240 000 
Syrian refugees who have fled the hostilities. More than 100 000 refugees 
escaped Syria in the month of August alone, placing the capacity of host 
countries under serious strain. As a result, the UN has been forced to revise 
their June appeal estimated at EUR 151 million for the cost of helping the 
refugees this year, which was based on expectations of 185 000 refugees 
by the end of this year. On 30 August, during the UN meeting on 
humanitarian assistance for Syria, the EU and its Member States pledged a 
total of EUR 200 million, approximately half the total amount pledged for 
international humanitarian assistance. 

The main channel of humanitarian aid to Syrian is the Syrian Arab Red 
Crescent. The Syrian government has expressed scepticism about 
international organisations' neutrality. Yet given the gravity of the 
situation, the government has recently authorised eight international 
humanitarian organisations into the country and allowed the UN to open 
offices near the main locations of hostilities. The unstable situation on the 
ground makes deploying humanitarian staff extremely unsafe. It will be 
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critical to provide improved access to healthcare and to rapidly import 
medical supplies, food and equipment. In the colder months to come, fuel 
supplies and adequate shelters will also be needed within Syria.  

The arrival of Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries gains pace 

 
Host countries understand 
the importance of accepting 
refugees, but are grumbling 
about the strain. 

Both Turkey and Jordan have been making noises about shutting their 
borders to the greater influx of refugees. Both, however, are also aware 
that 'non-refoulement' is a key facet of international humanitarian law and 
protects refugees from being returned to the places where their lives or 
freedom could be threatened1. 

 
 

Source: ECHO, RSO Amman 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Turkey is struggling to cope with around 80 000 Syrian refugees in camps. 
In addition, some 10 000 Syrians are hosted outside the camps by local 
Turkish communities. In view of the exponential increase of refugees and 
the thousands of Syrians still waiting at the border to cross into Turkey, the 
government in Ankara has advocated creating foreign-protected 'safe-
zones' within Syria2. Although Turkey has said it cannot host more than 
100 000 Syrian refugees, the UN Regional Response Plan envisages 
settling 250 000 refugees there. 

There are also approximately 19 000 Syrian refugees in Iraq. In the past 
two weeks a greater number of Syrian Kurds have arrived (ca. 500 Syrians 
now cross each day, compared with 500 per week in early August). 
Because Iraq's Shi'ite Muslim government is close to Iran, ally of Syrian 
president Bashar al-Assad, Iraq has not called for Assad to step down. 

                                                               
1 Jordan has not signed the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
enshrining this principle. 
2 The Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan is using harsh language for the 
regime in Syria and has classified Syria as 'a terrorist state'. 
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While the total number of 
refugees is currently near 
one quarter of a million, the 
figure is expected to more 
than double if hostilities do 
not cease. 
 

In Jordan, already hosting more than 77 000 refugees, Syrians continue to 
arrive at a rate of about 1 200 a day. Some 27 000 refugees are housed in a 
large camp at Zaatari in northern Jordan. The situation in the camp is 
extremely difficult. The Jordanian government and relief agencies are 
making preparations for as many as 250 000 people. 

In Lebanon, there are more than 56 000 displaced Syrians who are 
registered or awaiting registration. The UNHCR is opening a mobile 
registration centre in the eastern Bekaa valley in response to the 
increasing number of displaced Syrians arriving in the area. The security 
situation in northern parts of the country is uncertain. Fighting between 
pro- and anti-Assad factions in Tripoli has forced humanitarian 
organisations to suspend their activities in the city. The organisations have 
also expressed concern over the Lebanese governmental bodies' lack of 
involvement in managing the crisis. 

Country: Refugees currently in 
country: 

Total refugees 
expected in country: 

Turkey 90 000 
incl. 80 000 in camps 
and10 000 in communities 

250 000 

Iraq 19 000 unknown 

Jordan 77 000, 
incl. 27 000 in Zaatari camp 

250 000 

Lebanon 56 000 unknown 

Table 1 
Estimates of Syrian 
refugees in neighbouring 
countries as of 10 
September 2012 
 

  

Palestinian refugees, vulnerable and under attack 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Long-term Palestinian 
refugees — who number 
half a million in Syria — 
have been unwittingly 
caught up in the conflict. 
 

Syria hosts nearly half a million Palestinian refugees, who remain 
extremely vulnerable. The Syrian regime had offered assurances that 
these Palestinians would not be drawn into the conflict, but they have 
nevertheless become embroiled in the fight. Several camps have been 
attacked. The UN agency for Palestinian refugees (UNRWA) has 
registered nearly 5 000 fleeing to Jordan and Lebanon. The actual 
number is likely to be much higher and will continue to grow as fighting 
escalates. While Syrian refugees receive assistance from the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR), Palestinian refugees fall under the mandate of UNRWA, 
which has a smaller relief budget. UNRWA has appealed for an additional 
EUR 21.4 million for its consolidated regional plan, but has so far 
received less than a quarter of the sum. 

In Jordan, hundreds of Palestinian refugees who fled Syria have been 
crammed into a poorly equipped living facility known as Cyber City, 
about 90 km north of the capital Amman. Human Rights Watch has 
decried the mistreatment of refugees there, reporting forced 
deportations back to Syria, and the prisoner-like status of those who 
remain in Jordan. The settlement of Palestinians in Jordan is a highly 
sensitive issue. The memories of the recent past (the expulsion of 
Palestinians from Kuwait in 1992 and the exodus from Iraq during the 
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second Gulf war) are still vivid. 

The situation is Lebanon is equally worrying. Most Palestinian refugees 
fleeing to Lebanon seek shelter in the slums of the Shatilla refugee 
camp, joining the 455 000 Palestinian refugees already registered in 
Lebanon. The country's absorption capacity is questionable. 

International intervention indispensable but unlikely 

 
 
The Syrian regime appears 
willing to pursue a scorched 
earth policy, with the 
blessing of key supporters. 
 
 
 
 
The resistance may be 
courageous, but also suffers 
from fragmentation and 
bickering. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EU seeks more stringent 
sanctions and an assistance 
programme. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is no end in sight to the Syrian civil war. President Assad's regime 
is determined to carry on its campaign to exterminate what it calls 
'terrorists' and 'agents of foreign powers'. The regime seems prepared to 
pursue a scorched earth policy, and its main supporters — Iran and 
Russia — are prepared to support this. The uprising has polarised 
international actors, while the Russian and Chinese veto in the UN 
Security Council has prevented effective international intervention. The 
war is becoming increasingly sectarian, and initial signs of spill-over into 
Lebanon and even Iraq, which have similar internal divisions, are visible. 

The Syrian opposition remains motivated to maintain its resistance, 
despite harsh offensives against its strongholds. It has met with renewed 
moral support from the international community. But the opposition's 
continuing fragmentation — and bickering make it a weak interlocutor. 
It is estimated that more than 2 000 armed groups operate on Syrian soil. 

The new UN-Arab League envoy to Syria, Lakhdar Brahimi, has begun his 
first mission with a visit to the headquarters of the Arab League Cairo, 
where he acknowledged the obstacles ahead. On the initiative of 
Egyptian President Mohammed Mursi, Cairo is hosting a four-way 
meeting for a 'contact group' with Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey. 

EU foreign ministers seek to impose tougher sanctions on President 
Assad regime in October, but acknowledge that the actions adopted 
thus far have had little effect. In addition to humanitarian assistance, the 
EU plans to launch a 'regional protection programme' in cooperation 
with UNHCR in Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan (expected to be 
approved on 20 September). Such a programme would help provide 
these states with immediate assistance and aid such as reception 
infrastructures, medical assistance and help identifying persons 
incapable of returning home who may be eligible for resettlement in the 
EU. Since the start of the conflict, some 12 000 refugees have fled to the 
EU, mainly to countries with large Syrian communities.  

The establishment of 'safe zones' suggested by Turkey and supported by 
France would entail military engagement. Enforcing a no-fly zone 
against the will of Assad's regime would require first decapacitating 
Syria's sophisticated air defence system and large air force. There are 
serious doubts over the political will — and the military capabilities — of 
the Assad's opponents to undertake such a risky operation. Ander Fogh 
Rasmussen, Secretary-General of the NATO has explicitly excluded such 
an option, urging instead a political solution. 

 


