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SUMMARY 
As the civil war in Syria enters its 13th year, and amidst ongoing political instability and armed 
clashes, the humanitarian and economic situation in the country continues to deteriorate. Half of 
the country's 22.1 million population is internally or externally displaced and 15.3 million people – 
nearly 70 % of Syrians – are in need of humanitarian assistance. Following the deadly earthquake in 
early February 2023, the humanitarian situation has deteriorated further. 

Since the beginning of the conflict there in 2011, Syria has been under one of the most extensive 
sets of sanctions in the world. Since the early days of the conflict, the European Union (EU) imposed 
sanctions on members and supporters of the regime of Bashar al-Assad as well as sectors of the 
economy benefiting the regime; since then, the scope of the measures has been expanded further. 
EU sanctions are designed to have minimal impact on the civilian population, and contain 
exceptions (exemptions and derogations) to the prohibitions, to avoid impeding the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance to and inside the country. Nevertheless, humanitarian operators report that 
unintended 'side-effects' of the sanctions have complicated their activities. To mitigate this, the EU 
has been engaging with all stakeholders to find solutions.  

The EU has been at the forefront of providing humanitarian, development, economic and 
stabilisation assistance, channelled through humanitarian operators to the Syrian population. 
Together with its Member States, the EU is the biggest donor to the Syrian people. However, in line 
with its strategy on Syria, the EU does not provide reconstruction assistance to the Syrian regime, 
pending implementation of concrete steps outlined in United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2254 (2015).  

The European Parliament has been vocal in expressing its concerns over the deteriorating human 
rights and humanitarian situation in Syria, condemning the violence and attacks, including on 
humanitarian aid workers, mostly by the Syrian regime, but also by other parties. Parliament 
supports the EU's approach to sanctions, and advocates the scaling-up of humanitarian assistance. 
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Introduction and overview of the humanitarian situation 
More than 12 years of conflict in Syria have 
developed into one of the world's largest 
humanitarian disasters. Amidst ongoing 
hostilities and instability and the destruction 
of Syria's infrastructure, the country's 
humanitarian and economic indicators 
continue to deteriorate. The COVID-19 
pandemic, an ongoing cholera outbreak and 
other recurring disease outbreaks challenge 
collapsing health services. Climate shocks (e.g. 
excessive heat and drought in summer, 
particularly onerous winters) compound an 
already dire situation. The disastrous 
7.7 magnitude earthquake on 6 February 2023 
resulted in a massive loss of life and a further 
deterioration of the humanitarian situation, 
affecting at least 8.8 million Syrians, especially 
in the most-impacted parts of northern Syria 
not controlled by the government. Even 
before the earthquake, 15.3 million people – 
nearly 70 % of the 22.1 million Syrian 
population – were in need of humanitarian 
assistance, including more than 4 million 
people in extreme or catastrophic need. 
Nearly half (46 %) of those in need were 
children (0-17 years old). In addition, almost 
35 % of people in need were internally 
displaced people (IDPs) – 6.8 million, or almost 
a third of the Syrian population. In the 
aftermath of the earthquake, the numbers of 
displaced people, and those in need of 
medical and humanitarian assistance, has risen further. To meet skyrocketing acute needs, the UN 
issued a complementary Flash Appeal in February 2023 for additional funding needed to scale-up 
the humanitarian response through the expansion of the existing programmes.  

In the context of the Syrian regime's brutality and its violation of international humanitarian and 
human rights law as well as a plethora of other international law provisions, the EU, the United 
Kingdom (UK), United States (US), Canada, Switzerland, Australia, and other countries have imposed 
targeted individual and sectoral restrictive measures (sanctions) on Syria (see below). At the same 
time, the same countries are active humanitarian assistance donors. 

Numerous experts claim that the Syrian regime and its allies bear primary responsibility for 
impeding the delivery of humanitarian aid (see below). They have repeatedly politicised 
humanitarian aid by routinely obstructing operators' access to some territories, especially those 
held by anti-Assad groups. According to many, including the European Parliament, the Syrian 
regime also bears responsibility for attacks on humanitarian workers.  

Political situation  

In 2011, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and his 
regime responded to nationwide anti-government 
protests and pro-democracy demonstrations in 
Syria with violent indiscriminate repression. With 
the spiral of violence escalating rapidly, the conflict 
evolved into a full-blown civil war between the 
government and the heterogeneous opposition 
forces, which became a breeding ground for 
radicalisation and terrorism. All the parties to the 
conflict have reportedly targeted civilians. The 
Syrian regime resorted to extreme brutality, 
including the use of chemical weapons on densely 
populated civilian neighbourhoods. The conflict 
was internationalised, as five countries (Russia, 
Turkey, Iran, Israel, and the United States) 
intervened militarily. 

A number of the internationally brokered political 
initiatives aimed at ending the ongoing fighting 
between the Syrian regime, which controls two 
thirds of the territory, and the remaining opposition 
which controls the north-west of Syria, have failed. 
According to the Global Peace Index (GPI), in 2022, 
Syria remained the third-least-peaceful country in 
the world. In addition, the prolonged instability, 
hostilities, terrorist threat, damaged infrastructure 
and disturbed economic activity have exacerbated 
the already weak economic and humanitarian 
situation in the country, resulting in a humanitarian 
disaster that is unparalleled in the 21st century.  

https://reliefweb.int/disaster/ep-2022-000310-syr
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/we-fear-more-war-we-fear-more-drought-how-climate-and-conflict-are
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/climate-change-war-displacement-and-health-impact-syrian-refugee-camps
https://www.rescue.org/country/syria
https://humanitarianaction.info/plan/1149
https://humanitarianaction.info/plan/1114
https://www.savethechildren.net/what-we-do/emergencies/syria-crisis?gclid=CjwKCAjw67ajBhAVEiwA2g_jECHt95xTXoZYD-w2zPBh2mNUVIsK8GjJi4gwVpTMcoYYIZ-jYgLd5RoC_lUQAvD_BwE
https://www.rescue.org/eu/article/crisis-syria-prolonged-war-combines-natural-disaster?gclid=Cj0KCQjw4NujBhC5ARIsAF4Iv6fln5VcgSO6Lh162mVvo7AbdWzy5ipsqPcE4_zsYUaP0kphQv99ZP0aAvjtEALw_wcB
https://www.solidarites.org/en/press/syria-35-ingo-and-syrian-ngos-demanding-unfettered-access-and-massive-scale-up-of-humanitarian-response/
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/flash-appeal-syrian-arab-republic-earthquake-february-may-2023-enar?_gl=1*1kezq2e*_ga*OTI3ODQ0NDAyLjE2ODM3MzAyMDM.*_ga_E60ZNX2F68*MTY4NTUxOTI5OC4xNS4xLjE2ODU1MjEyNzcuMTIuMC4w
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-and-turkiye-earthquake-emergency-supplementary-appeal-february-may-2023
https://www.ennonline.net/page/renderforpdf/4809
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-sanctions-on-syria
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/international_relations-relations_internationales/sanctions/syria-syrie.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/oc/2012/394/fr
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/security/sanctions/sanctions-regimes/syria-sanctions-regime#:%7E:text=Since%202011%2C%20Australia%20has%20imposed,of%20violence%20against%20its%20people.
https://www.npr.org/2023/02/19/1158194965/political-complications-have-hampered-the-delivery-of-aid-in-syria
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/03/15/a-strategy-to-end-the-systematic-theft-of-humanitarian-aid-in-syria/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/seance_pleniere/textes_adoptes/definitif/2021/03-11/0088/P9_TA(2021)0088_EN.pdf
https://snhr.org/blog/2021/08/14/56659/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/sarin
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/GPI-2022-web.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/2022-09/2022_09_COI_Report_Syria_Security_Situation_EN.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/article/syrias-civil-war
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EU sanctions on Syria 
On 29 April 2011, following the escalation of violence 
in Syria, including the use of live ammunition by 
regime forces, the EU expressed its 'grave concern' 
about the situation in Syria and condemned the Syrian 
regime's violent repression of peaceful protests. 
Subsequently, in May 2011, the Council of the EU 
adopted conclusions urging 'the Syrian authorities to 
respond to the legitimate demands of the Syrian 
people by launching an inclusive and genuine national 
dialogue and by implementing without delay and 
through a concrete timetable, meaningful political 
reforms'. The EU also suspended all its bilateral 
cooperation with the Government of Syria, including 
under the European Neighbourhood Policy 
Instrument (ENPI) and other regional programmes. In 
line with the EU's restrictive measures, the European 
Investment Bank (EIB) also ceased to provide loans and 
technical assistance to Syria.  

In parallel, on 9 May 2011, the Council of the EU 
adopted Decision 2011/273/CFSP and Council 
Regulation (EU) No 442/2011 on a series of 
autonomous restrictive measures against Syria and 
against persons responsible for the violent repression 
of the civilian population in Syria. The acts provided for 
an arms embargo, a ban on equipment which might 
be used for internal repression, and restrictions on the 
admission to the EU of certain persons and entities 
responsible for the violent repression against the 
civilian population in Syria and the freezing of their 
funds and economic resources. The Council expanded 
the scope of its measures by way of consecutive 
Council decisions and regulations, as well as making 
amendments and additions to the list of targeted 
persons and entities through successive Council 
implementing regulations.  

Council Regulation (EU) No 36/2012 of 
18 January 2012 consolidated all the measures into a 
new legal act. On 31 May 2013, the Council of the EU adopted Decision 2013/255/CFSP concerning 
restrictive measures against Syria, including against specific sectors of the Syrian economy that 
finance the Syrian regime. It provided for restrictions on exports and imports, financing of certain 
enterprises, infrastructure projects, financial support for trade, financial and transport sectors, 
restrictions on admission, and freezing of funds and economic resources. As of today, these two acts 
– Council Regulation (EU) No 36/2012 and Council Decision 2013/255/CFSP as amended – form a 
package of measures addressing the continued violation of human rights in Syria. The EU sanctions 
regime on Syria include:  

 An oil and arms embargo; 
 Restrictions on financial support for trade, the financial sector and certain 

investments; 
 A freeze on Syrian central bank assets held in the EU; 

United Nations 

The UN does not currently impose sanctions 
directly targeting Syria as a country or 
directly targeting the Syrian government. 
However, two provisions of UN sanctions 
affect Syria:  

Prohibition on trade in antiquities. To 
preserve Syria's cultural heritage following 
widespread reports of looting by the Islamic 
State group and criminal gangs, UN Security 
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2199 (2015) 
prohibits any trade in antiquities removed 
from Syria since 15 March 2011. The EU 
transposed the restrictive measure into its 
sanctions regime on Syria, adopting Council 
Regulation (EU) 2015/827 on 28 May 2015. 

Sanctions on the Islamic State group 
(ISIL/Da'esh) UN Security Council 
Resolution 2253 (2015) imposes sanctions 
on ISIL/Da'esh and Al-Qaeda, including both 
ISIL/Da'esh as an organisation and 
individual, named IS members, and 
prohibits trade and commerce with IS and 
named members. UNSCR 2199 further calls 
on states to take measures to ensure they 
are not purchasing IS oil or otherwise 
engaging in oil trade with IS. As part of its 
security response and the fight against 
terrorism, the EU also implements UN 
Security Council sanctions. On 
20 September 2016, the Council adopted a 
legal framework that allows the EU to apply 
sanctions autonomously to ISIL/Da'esh and 
Al-Qaeda and persons and entities 
associated with or supporting them. 

https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/10346/6
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/foraff/122168.pdf
http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=118149796&Country=Syria&topic=Economy&subtopic=Curr_2
https://www.eib.org/en/press/news/eib-suspends-loans-with-syria
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2011.121.01.0011.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2011%3A121%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:121:0001:0010:EN:PDF#:%7E:text=This%20Regulation%20respects%20the%20fundamental,the%20protection%20of%20personal%20data.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:121:0001:0010:EN:PDF#:%7E:text=This%20Regulation%20respects%20the%20fundamental,the%20protection%20of%20personal%20data.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32012R0036
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2013.147.01.0014.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2013%3A147%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32015R0827
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32015R0827
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N15/437/45/PDF/N1543745.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N15/437/45/PDF/N1543745.pdf?OpenElement
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A02016R1686-20220620
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 Export and import restrictions on specified goods, including equipment and 
technology that might be used for internal repression, as well as on equipment and 
technology for the monitoring or interception of internet or telephone 
communications. EU sanctions also generally prohibit the provision of services related 
to the export of prohibited goods to Syria, even if the goods come from a third 
country; 

 Targeted sanctions on a wide range of Syrian government officials, military leaders, 
businesses, pro-government businessmen, political leaders, and militia leaders. 
Following Council Decision (CFSP) 2023/847 of 24 April 2023, the list of people and 
entities subject to sanctions in view of the situation in Syria now includes 322 persons, 
targeted by both an assets freeze and a travel ban, and 81 entities subject to an assets 
freeze. In addition, EU persons and entities are forbidden from making funds available 
to both listed individuals and entities. 

 Restrictions on the transport sector. Member States are required to prevent access to 
airports under their jurisdiction for all exclusively cargo flights operated by Syrian 
carriers and all flights operated by Syrian Arab Airlines. 

 Prohibition on participating in or providing technical assistance or financing or 
financial assistance for the construction of new electric power plant; 

 Restrictions on financing of certain enterprises (e.g., enterprises engaged in Syrian oil 
industry exploration or construction of new electric power plants). 

The EU sanctions on Syria, which have to be renewed annually, were most recently extended on 
25 May 2023, for the period up to 1 June 2024. The Council has repeatedly confirmed the 'Union's 
commitment to continue its policy of imposing additional measures against the regime as long as 
the repression continues'. 

Sanctions imposed by the United States  

The US sanctions, many of which predate the current crisis, are broader than those imposed by the EU. In 
1979, the US designated Syria as a state sponsor of international terrorism. In the 2000s, the US imposed 
successive additional sanctions in response to Syrian activity in Lebanon and Syria's weapons of mass 
destruction programme. More comprehensive sanctions followed the outbreak of civil war. 

Currently, the US imposes both primary and secondary (extraterritorial) sanctions on Syria. The primary 
sanctions amount to an embargo on almost all trade and financial ties (e.g. arms embargo, ban on the export 
of most US-origin goods and services, financial and investment restrictions, ban on petroleum 
trading/handling, prohibition on official government assistance, sanctions on the Syrian government, 
including the Central Bank of Syria, targeted sanctions and targeted travel bans (Syrian airlines and listed 
persons), and an entry ban with limited exceptions). Secondary sanctions were substantially expanded by 
Congress in December 2019 by passing the 'Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act,' ('Caesar Act'). The act 
requires the US executive branch to impose sanctions on a variety of third-country individuals and entities 
that engage in specific types of business with Syria, the Syrian government, and other entities under 
sanctions in Syria. 

As for the exceptions to the prohibitions, the US provide general and specific licences. The general licence, 
which does not require prior-authorisation, is applied to food, specified medicine and basic medical supplies 
exports to Syria. The general licence also authorises sending non-commercial, personal remittances to (non-
sanctioned) individuals in Syria. Importantly, the US general licence allow non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) to engage in certain charitable activities, including providing humanitarian relief and educational 
services to the Syrian people, non-commercial development projects that benefit the Syrian people, and 
preserving historical and cultural sites. Meanwhile, a specific licence may be granted to specific organisations 
or companies to engage (upon prior authorisation) in generally prohibited activities. 

Like the EU, the US is a leading donor of humanitarian assistance for Syria. Since 2011, the US has provided 
US$14.1 billion in humanitarian assistance and US$1.3 billion in stabilisation assistance to the people of Syria. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2023:109I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32023D1035
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/04/03/fac-conclusions-syria/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL33487
https://www.state.gov/state-sponsors-of-terrorism/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2022/738218/EPRS_ATA(2022)738218_EN.pdf
https://www.state.gov/syria-sanctions/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/extraterritorial-sanctions-on-trade-and-investments-and-european-responses/
https://ofac.treasury.gov/sanctions-programs-and-country-information/syria-sanctions
https://ofac.treasury.gov/media/57351/download?inline
https://www.usaid.gov/syria/our-work
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Other EU sanctions regimes that affect Syria 
In 2012, Syria publicly acknowledged that it possessed chemical weapons. As international law bans 
chemical weapons, the EU has repeatedly condemned their use by the Syrian regime in its attacks 
on rebel and opposition forces, which also resulted in loss of civilian life. The EU adopted a regime 
of restrictive measures to address the use and proliferation of chemical weapons in 2018, which 
targets individuals and entities involved in chemical weapons use and proliferation. The list of 
sanctioned individuals currently includes two individuals and one entity involved in chemical 
weapons proliferation and delivery in Syria. Measures include freezing assets and banning travel. 

Humanitarian exemptions and derogations 
All three biggest sanctions regimes – the UN, the EU and the US – include provisions to mitigate 
sanction impacts on humanitarian assistance. Article 214(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
EU requires that humanitarian aid operations are conducted in compliance with the principles of 
international law and with the principles of impartiality, neutrality and non-discrimination. In 
environments in which sanctions apply, therefore, the EU's humanitarian aid operators have to 
comply not only with the applicable sanctions regime, but also with humanitarian principles. Thus, 
EU sanctions should not impede the delivery of humanitarian assistance. 

Accordingly, the EU's restrictive measures on Syria do not prohibit EU exports of food, medicines, 
medical equipment or medical assistance to the country, and do not target its healthcare system. 
Moreover, to avoid impeding the provision of humanitarian assistance, the EU sanctions regime 
provides two broad types of exceptions to the prohibitions – exemptions and derogations. 
Exemptions allow humanitarian operators to proceed with their activities without delay, based on 
a self-assessment and do not require authorisation. However, in case of ex-post verification, 
humanitarian operators must be able to demonstrate that the activity falls within the scope of the 
exemption. Derogations aim at allowing actions falling under the scope of the sanctions regime 
that are necessary for providing humanitarian aid. Unlike in the case of exemptions, humanitarian 
operators have to apply for prior authorisation from the national competent authority of the EU 
Member State in which they are established.1 That said, humanitarian operators cannot begin such 
an activity without authorisation, which may result in delays. 

Table 1 – Examples of exemptions and derogations 

Data source: Council Regulation (EU) No 36/2012 of 18 January 2012. 

Council 
Regulation (EU) 
No 36/2012 of 
18 January 
2012 
concerning 
restrictive 
measures in 
view of the 
situation in 
Syria and 
repealing 
Regulation (EU) 
No 442/2011  

Exemption Derogation 

Article 6a(1) 

The prohibitions set out in Article 6a(1) 
'shall not apply to the purchase or 
transport in Syria of petroleum products 
or to the related provision of financing or 
financial assistance by public bodies or 
by legal persons, entities or bodies which 
receive public funding from the Union or 
Member States to provide humanitarian 
relief or assistance ... provided that such 
products are purchased or transported 
for the sole purposes of providing 
humanitarian relief in Syria or 
assistance to the civilian population in 
Syria. 

Article 2a(2) 

By way of derogation from paragraph 1, 
the competent authorities in the Member 
States... may grant, under such terms and 
conditions as they deem appropriate, an 
authorisation for a transaction in relation 
to equipment, goods or technology as 
listed in Annex IA, provided that the 
equipment, goods or technology are 
intended for food, agricultural, medical 
or other humanitarian purposes, or for 
the benefit of United Nations personnel, 
personnel of the Union or its Member 
States. 

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Timeline-of-Syrian-Chemical-Weapons-Activity
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/04/14/declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-targeted-airstrikes-in-syria/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/620216/EPRS_ATA(2018)620216_EN.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/27/syrian-regime-found-responsible-for-douma-chemical-weapons-attack
https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Brief%2017%20Chemical%20weapons.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L:2022:293I:FULL&from=EN
https://apnews.com/article/india-united-nations-ireland-states-government-4f71c074808c24bdeb950f963632bb08
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/sanctions/humanitarian-exceptions
https://www.state.gov/syria-sanctions/#LicensingPolicy
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016E214
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/sanctions/sanctions-and-humanitarian-aid
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/sanctions/humanitarian-exceptions
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02012R0036-20230224
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As regards individual measures, exceptions allow for funds and economic resources to be made 
available to designated persons and entities, where such funds or economic resources are necessary 
solely for providing humanitarian relief in Syria or assistance to the civilian population in Syria. 
Following the 6 February 2023 earthquake, the humanitarian exceptions were strengthened to 
further facilitate speedy delivery of humanitarian assistance to the Syrian population. Through 
Council Regulation (EU) 2023/407, the EU has waived, for an initial period of six months, the need 
for specified categories of humanitarian operators to seek prior authorisation from EU Member 
States' national competent authorities to make transfers or provide goods and services intended for 
humanitarian purposes to listed persons and entities. 

The impact of sanctions on humanitarian assistance 
Even though exceptions to certain restrictive measures are specifically designed to stop them 
impeding humanitarian activity and exacerbating the humanitarian situation, sanctions are 
nevertheless documented as having both a direct and an indirect impact on humanitarian operators 
and situations alike. A 2021 survey carried out by VOICE (Voluntary Organisations in Cooperation in 
Emergencies), concluded that numerous stakeholders find that, in practice, reconciling respect of 
international human rights law and humanitarian principles with compliance with obligations 
stemming from EU sanctions can be challenging. For instance, humanitarian operators highlight 
that prohibitions, complex exception frameworks, and extensive export control requirements and 

UNSC resolution 2664 (2022) 

In December 2022, the UNSC adopted Resolution 2664 (2022) providing for a legally binding 
humanitarian exemption to asset-freezing measures in UN sanctions regimes. The exemption allows 
humanitarian actors to proceed with certain activities without applying for an authorisation/licence. The 
exemption is broad in terms of the excluded activities: the provision of funds and assets necessary for 
humanitarian assistance and activities to meet basic human needs. However, the introduced exemption 
is not a 'blanket' exception, as it only applies to financial sanctions. In addition, the exemption, which 
requires transposition into domestic law, only applies to sanctions adopted by the UN Security Council 
and therefore does not apply to autonomous sanctions adopted by other entities. Numerous 
stakeholders, especially humanitarian operators, expecting the act may further facilitate humanitarian 
action by mitigating de-risking behaviour by banks and other actors, welcomed the resolution.  

The UNSC resolution also requires the UN Secretary-General to issue a written report on the unintended 
adverse humanitarian consequences of UNSC sanctions measures, with recommendations on ways to 
minimise and mitigate such consequences, by 9 September 2023 (within nine months of adoption of the 
resolution). The resolution also expresses the UNSC's intent to consider further steps to tackle unintended 
adverse consequences. 

Transposition into EU law. On 14 February 2023, two EU legal acts (Council Decision 2023/338 and 
Council Regulation 2023/331) transposed the humanitarian exemption into six UN sanctions regimes 
implemented by the EU (on Somalia, Central African Republic, Yemen, Haiti, Iraq, and Lebanon). 
Subsequently, on 31 March 2023, two further legal acts (Council Decision 2023/726 and Council 
Regulation 2023/720) completed the transposition of the exemption into EU law, allowing the 
humanitarian carve-out to apply to the eight mixed sanctions regimes implemented by the EU (on Iran, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, South Sudan, Libya, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, 
Mali, as well as ISIL/Da'esh and Al-Qaeda). Importantly, to provide a clear framework for operators within 
the mixed sanctions regimes, an exemption was also introduced to the EU complementary measures 
concerning the freezing of funds and economic resources additional to the measures imposed by the 
UNSC or its Sanctions Committees. However, as the EU sanctions regime on Syria is not mixed (or 
complementary to the UN), but fully autonomous, the humanitarian exemption introduced by UNSC 
Resolution 2664 (2022), does not apply to the relevant legal acts (Council Regulation (EU) No 36/2012 
and Council Decision 2013/255/CFSP).  

Stakeholders and experts have underlined this limited scope. In an article published by Chatham House, 
Emanuela-Chiara Gillard suggests that the 'states and the EU should consider including a similar exception 
in their autonomous financial sanctions'. 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32023R0407
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/02/23/earthquake-in-turkiye-and-syria-eu-amends-restrictive-measures-in-place-regarding-syria-to-facilitate-the-speedy-delivery-of-humanitarian-aid/
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-05/230516-faqs-humanitarian-exemption-syria_en.pdf
https://www.ipinst.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/1906_Sanctions-and-Humanitarian-Action.pdf
https://voiceeu.org/publications/adding-to-the-evidence-the-impact-of-sanctions-and-restrictive-measures-on-humanitarian-action.pdf
https://voiceeu.org/about-us
https://www.derechos.org/peace/syria/doc/unsyr471.html#V
https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc15134.doc.htm
https://daccess-ods.un.org/tmp/6341334.58137512.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/03/20/landmark-un-humanitarian-sanctions-exemption-is-massive-win-but-needs-more-support-pub-89311
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/12/humanitarian-exceptions-turning-point-un-sanctions
https://pro.drc.ngo/resources/news/drc-welcomes-unsc-resolution-creating-humanitarian-exemption-from-sanctions-and-calls-for-its-full-and-immediate-operationalization/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/03/20/landmark-un-humanitarian-sanctions-exemption-is-massive-win-but-needs-more-support-pub-89311
https://www.care-international.org/news/care-international-welcomes-historic-un-security-council-decision-today-humanitarian-exemption
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32023D0338
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2023.047.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2023%3A047%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32023D0726&qid=1684930722402
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32023R0720
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32023R0720
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/12/humanitarian-exceptions-turning-point-un-sanctions
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associated due diligence, as well as risk management expectations, often require costly legal 
analysis. This is particularly the case where humanitarian operators navigate in regimes under heavy 
sanctions such as Syria. The biggest heterogeneous sanctions regimes complicate the challenge 
even further. Combined, US and EU sanctions on Syria are some of the most complicated and far-
reaching sanctions regimes ever imposed.  

Numerous humanitarian organisations report that the sanctions on Syria have altered their 
programmes or/and way of working to some extent. For instance, often-lengthy and complex 
application procedures for derogations to allow them to carry out their humanitarian activities, or 
lengthy goods procurement due to import and export restrictions can result in operational delays, 
impeding time-sensitive action. The costly legal and regulatory analysis needed to navigate the 
multi-layered sanction regimes may also divert scarce resources from humanitarian projects. While 
these challenges are not specific to navigating the sanctions on Syria, they are particularly 
prominent in the Syrian context, due to the comprehensive yet heterogeneous sanction regimes.  

A key challenge facing humanitarian actors in contexts where sanctions regimes apply is banks' de-
risking and over compliance, including by risk-averse correspondent banks. In Syria, the combined 
impact of sanctions and legal and regulatory requirements, coupled with the challenging 
operational risk environment, has resulted in banks' widespread refusal to process any transfers for 
which Syria is the final destination. The Global Non-profit Organizations (NPO) Coalition discovered 
'62 % of Damascus based international NGOs reported facing difficulty receiving funding in Syria, 
12 % of transactions being rejected outright, 32 % of international NGOs facing delays of transfers 
of 3–10 months' in 2021. As a result, humanitarian actors report this translates into challenges to the 
transfer of funds that may, on the one hand, impair their ability to pay staff and suppliers, while 
risking the credibility of the organisation and often the security of their staff at stake. On the other 
hand, this may prevent timely humanitarian action or, in some cases, even result in its cancellation. 

The complex plurality of sanction regimes on Syria has also resulted in a broader 'chilling effect' 
as numerous financial institutions, donors, and aid workers often resort to a degree of self-imposed 
restriction, due to fear that a technical sanctions violation could occur accidentally. As a precaution, 
many opt for de-risking and some are unwilling to engage in transactions related to a sanctioned 
country or individual, even for legitimate activities. This may further hamper humanitarian activity 
already obstructed by the Syrian regime and extremists, and restrict supply of essential 
humanitarian aid. This is particularly the case for humanitarian operators focusing on early recovery, 
as many find it difficult to estimate whether their activity falls within the indirectly prohibited 
support for early recovery, or within the scope of 'reconstruction of Syria', which is broadly 
prohibited by several sanction regimes, including the EU.  

The European Commission itself notes that its partners report sanctions sometimes have a broader 
impact on the delivery of humanitarian assistance and unintended consequences. Likewise, in its 
conclusions of 20 May 2021 on the Commission communication on EU humanitarian action, the 
Council reaffirmed its commitment 'to avoid and where unavoidable, mitigate to the maximum 
extent any potential unintended negative impacts of Union restrictive measures on principled 
humanitarian action'. The Council stressed that the EU's restrictive measures comply with all 
obligations under international law, in particular international human rights, humanitarian and 
refugee law. In February 2023, the Council underlined that 'the Union restrictive measures, including 
those adopted in view of the situation in Syria, are not meant to stand in the way nor impede the 
supply of humanitarian aid, including medical assistance'.  

https://www.intersos.org/en/sanctions-on-humanitarian-action-the-response-of-ngos-in-a-statement/
https://voiceeu.org/publications/adding-to-the-evidence-the-impact-of-sanctions-and-restrictive-measures-on-humanitarian-action.pdf
https://apidiakoniase.cdn.triggerfish.cloud/uploads/sites/2/2021/08/Diakonia_FactSheets_Sanctions.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620630/bp-syria-recovery-120319-en.pdf
https://fatfplatform.org/assets/Global-NPO-Coalition-submission-on-mitigating-measures-for-de-risking-and-financial-exclusion-of-NPOs_final.pdf
https://impact-csrd.org/reports/Invisible_Sanctions_IMPACT_EN.pdf
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/sanctions/sanctions-and-humanitarian-aid
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8966-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2021:110:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32023D0408
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Further mitigating the impact of sanctions 
The need for entities, individuals and operators to navigate and comply with the international 
community's multi-layered sanctions network is one of the most challenging 'side effects' of the 
restrictive measures. To facilitate this challenge, the EU, both in collaboration with other entities and 
alone, promotes continual dialogue between all parties involved in humanitarian assistance and 
provides platforms for information exchange. In parallel, the European Commission publishes 
guidance documents, outlining the measures and explaining the procedural and practical aspects. 
In February 2019, a year-long multi-stakeholder dialogue concerning technical compliance for Syria-
related humanitarian payments took place with Commission support. Participants included UN 
agencies active in Syria, the EU, the International Committee of the Red Cross, humanitarian NGOs 
and state representatives. The dialogue led to the publication of a guidebook on risk-management 
principles for sending humanitarian funds to Syria, offering background information and practical 
tips on how to maximise outreach to civilians in need of assistance in Syria, while navigating 
sanctions and wider regulatory obligations. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Commission added 
a guidance note to the existing FAQ on sanctions on Syria, specifically addressing the practicalities 
of providing humanitarian aid to fight the pandemic in sanctioned regimes, including Syria. 

Controversy regarding UN assessment of sanctions impacts 

While 'side-effects' of the sanctions have been reported, it is difficult to quantify or even estimate their 
unintended impacts, as amidst a multidimensional crisis, such as in Syria, the causal link between sanctions 
and the humanitarian situation on the ground remains to be established. In this context, evaluating both the 
desired and especially the unintended impact of sanctions is a sensitive and often highly politicised issue, with 
various actors, some guided by-self-interest, proposing different solutions. For instance, in November 2022, 
Alena Douhan (Belarus), UN-appointed Special Rapporteur on the negative impact of the unilateral coercive 
measures on the enjoyment of human rights, urged states to lift unilateral sanctions against Syria, warning 
that they are perpetuating and exacerbating the destruction and trauma suffered by ordinary citizens. In a 
statement following her 12-day visit to the country, the UN-appointed expert (known for her controversial 
rhetoric and whose methodology is often questioned), presented detailed information on the 'catastrophic 
effects that sanctions are having on all aspects of life'. Concerning the legality of the measures, the expert 
argued that unilateral sanctions against Syria do not conform to a broad number of international legal norms. 

The experts' preliminary findings received a mixed to negative reaction, with numerous legal experts and even 
Syrian activists opposing the statement, arguing the expert misrepresents the situation, and that her 
conclusions play into the hands of authoritarian governments. Secretary-General of the Syrian Opposition 
Coalition (SOC), Haytham Rahmeh, denounced calls from the UN Special Rapporteur to lift the sanctions 'under 
the pretext of eliminating the impact of sanctions on human rights'. He stressed that these calls represent bias 
towards the Syrian regime and its allies and pointed out that Douhan's methodology was not impartial, as she 
ignores 'the countless crimes that the Assad regime and its allies committed in Syria'. Similarly, NGO Syrians 
for Truth and Justice (STJ) argued that although the sanctions affect the access of those in need to 
humanitarian aid, the main reason civilians continue to suffer is not the impact of the sanctions, but rather the 
'discriminatory and politicised policies' of the Syrian regime, as well as its 'deliberate denial of consent for 
humanitarian access'. In parallel, while agreeing that sanction side effects do affect civilians, the Syrian Network 
for Human Rights (SNHR), an NGO group founded in 2011, underlined 'it is not possible to punish a dictatorship 
like the Syrian regime ... without affecting Syrian society'. In this light, the group called for further sanctions on 
the Syrian regime and its supporters. The SNHR not only expressed strong reservations regarding the expert's 
findings, but also questioned her motivation, methodology and the track-record. Similarly, United Nations 
Watch regretted that the report focuses on international sanctions, instead of blaming those responsible for 
abuse. The NGO also points out that, according to the 2021 UN annual report on facts and figures with regard 
to the special procedures, the UN expert (in accordance with UN rules) received financial support from China 
(US$200 000), the Russian Federation (US$150 000) and Qatar (US$25 000). While United Nations Watch 
accuses Alena Douhan of prioritising the interests of human rights-violating regimes, the UN Human Rights 
Office of the High Commissioner stresses that their Special Rapporteurs 'undertake to uphold independence, 
efficiency, competence and integrity through probity, impartiality, honesty and good faith'. 

https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/sanctions/awareness-raising-and-advocacy
https://www.graduateinstitute.ch/communications/news/compliance-dialogue-syria-related-humanitarian-payments
https://www.graduateinstitute.ch/sites/internet/files/2020-05/26-MAY-SYRIA-Risk%20Management%20GuideFINAL.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2021-08/210813-humanitarian-aid-guidance-note_en.pdf
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2020-01/170901-faqs-restrictive-measures-syria_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/UCM/Pages/SRCoerciveMeasures.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/ucm/statements/2022-11-09/20221110-eom-syria-sr-ucm-en.docx
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-un-rapporteur-propaganda/31848567.html
https://www.dw.com/en/is-it-time-to-lift-sanctions-on-syria/a-63765940
https://en.etilaf.org/all-news/news/rahmeh-latest-remarks-of-un-rapporteur-exposed-her-ignorance-of-reality-and-bias-towards-assad-regime
https://stj-sy.org/en/input-for-the-special-rapporteur-on-the-negative-impact-of-unilateral-coercive-measures-on-the-enjoyment-of-human-rights/
https://snhr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/R221108E-01.pdf
https://unwatch.org/un-rights-envoy-received-200000-from-china-while-acting-for-beijing/
https://unwatch.org/un-rights-envoy-received-200000-from-china-while-acting-for-beijing/
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G22/288/70/PDF/G2228870.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures-human-rights-council/special-procedures-human-rights-council
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To further minimise the impact of sanctions on civilians while maximising their impact on the 
regime, experts and stakeholders have issued their own recommendations. For instance, in its 
recommendations, the Arab Reform Initiative, an independent think-tank, suggested that the 
'Western countries should agree on a set of detailed objectives within the agreed framework of 
[UNSC resolution] 2254 to resolve the conflict and tie sanctions to measurable and attainable goals'. 
According to the think-tank, certain sanctions policies could be tied to specific improvements on 
human rights issues such as releasing detainees, setting up independent visits to detention facilities, 
and stopping arbitrary detentions by security agencies to give civil society initiatives an appropriate 
and safe working environment. The Arab Reform Initiative also suggested that other goals could be 
more political including progress on key aspects of the constitution or focus on reforms and 
accountability efforts in the security sector. According to the think-tank expert, to minimise the 
impact on ordinary Syrians, 'one possibility is to provide direct financial support for traditional 
businesspersons and SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises) in Syria by opening parallel 
financial channels with them as a substitution of the formal ones which are sanctioned and 
controlled by pro-regime entities and individuals.' 

EU humanitarian assistance 
The EU provides humanitarian, 
development, economic and stabilisation 
assistance to the Syrian population in 
compliance with international law, the 
principles of impartiality, neutrality and non-
discrimination, and in line with the EU 
strategy on Syria, adopted in April 2017. 
Since 2011, the EU and its Member States 
have provided €27.4 billion in humanitarian, 
development, economic and stabilisation 
funding to address the crisis resulting from 
the Syrian civil war, including for the 
5.4 million registered Syrian refugees in 
neighbouring countries, including Turkey, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Egypt. In 2022 
alone, the European Commission mobilised 
€150.7 million in humanitarian aid to assist 
millions of people inside Syria.  

The European Commission's European Civil 
Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (DG ECHO) – the 'humanitarian arm of the EU' – has a 
limited presence in Damascus. As its report on the evaluation of EU humanitarian assistance in Syria 
in 2016-2018 concludes, DG ECHO is able to operate in all parts of the country through its wide 
network of implementing partners, its set-up and its own field staff, who are able to access, directly 
or indirectly, all hotspots to provide needs-based responses. The assistance is channelled through 
the EU's humanitarian partners (UN agencies, NGOs and the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent movement), who focus on ensuring assistance and responding to the primary needs of the 
most vulnerable, providing shelter, healthcare, food, livelihood support, water, sanitation and 
hygiene services, psychosocial support, education, and protection. Importantly, DG ECHO plays a 
lead role in donor coordination, acting as a bridge between humanitarian partners and donors, as 
well as engaging with other EU institutions and Member States. 

To reduce the risk of 'donor fatigue' and provide financial, institutional and capacity-building 
support to Syria's civil society and to offer continued support to UN efforts, the EU launched the 
annual Brussels Conferences on 'Supporting the Future of Syria and the Region' in 2017. The 
seventh conference takes place on 14-15 June 2023. During the sixth edition in May 2022, 

Figure 1 – Estimated number of people 
needing humanitarian assistance in Syria, 
2023 

 

Source: EPRS, chart based on UN Humanitarian Needs 
Overview 2023. 

https://www.arab-reform.net/pdf/?pid=13536&plang=en
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/where/middle-east-and-northern-africa/syria_en#:%7E:text=In%202022%2C%20the%20European%20Commission,its%20humanitarian%20support%20and%20funding.
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/index_en
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-04/syria_evaluation_final_report.pdf
https://syriadirect.org/women-in-northwestern-syria-pay-the-price-of-donor-fatigue/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/supporting-future-syria-and-region_en#61711
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participants renewed assurances that their sanctions programmes relating to Syria 'neither banned 
the flow of humanitarian supplies nor targeted medicine and medical supplies'. Many called to 
address over-compliance and welcomed commitments to step up outreach towards all parties 
involved in humanitarian assistance to ensure they can operate in Syria without hindrance. 

As the Council Conclusions of 16 April 2018 noted, all EU assistance has to benefit the Syrian 
population and avoid benefits accruing to the Syrian regime in a way that would legitimise its 
national and local governance. Meanwhile, as for the country's reconstruction assistance, the EU has 
repeatedly stated that it would assist 'only when a comprehensive, genuine and inclusive political 
transition, negotiated by the Syrian parties in the conflict on the basis of UN Security Council 
Resolution 2254 (2015) and the 2012 Geneva Communiqué, is firmly under way'. The EU also stands 
firm on its position that 'no normalisation, lifting of sanctions or reconstruction would be possible 
until the Syrian regime engages in a political transition'. To facilitate the process, as the Council 
Conclusions note, the EU supports the Syrian political opposition in its constructive engagement in 
the political process in Geneva and its work with civil society. 

Politicisation of aid by the Syrian regime  
Numerous experts, political figures and humanitarian operators highlight that the Syrian regime has 
politicised and instrumentalised humanitarian aid by repeatedly obstructing, impeding and 
diverting assistance. As Human Rights Watch underlines, the 'Syrian government has for many years 
weaponized aid and obstructed it from crossing front lines from government-held parts of the 

EU humanitarian support to Syria in the wake of the February 2023 earthquake  

Following the February 2023 earthquake, the European Commission waived the requirement for 
humanitarian operators to seek prior permission to make transfers or provide goods and services intended 
for humanitarian purposes to listed persons and entities for six months. The Commission also mobilised 
€75 million in humanitarian assistance for the emergency response in government and non-
government controlled areas. The funding supported search and rescue operations and is helping those 
affected with shelter, water and sanitation services, healthcare, and basic needs. The EU cooperated closely 
with its humanitarian partners across the country. The EU also sent supplies from European Humanitarian 
Response Capacity warehouses to support the aid effort. The EU Civil Protection Mechanism was activated 
two days after the earthquake. The EU has contributed an additional €5 million in humanitarian funding to 
UNICEF's delivery of emergency cash assistance to earthquake-affected families. Besides the emergency 
funding, the EU has provided more than €55 million in humanitarian funding for UNICEF's support to 
children across the country since 2016. 

Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015) 

Security Council Resolution 2254 (2015) calls for a ceasefire and a political settlement in Syria. It mandates 
the UN to facilitate a 'Syrian-owned, Syrian-led' political peace process by engaging the representatives of 
the Syrian government and the opposition in formal negotiations on a political transition process, and to 
draft a constitution. In the context of the UN-facilitated Geneva process, the UN Special Envoy for Syria 
facilitated the establishment of the Syrian-led Constitutional Committee, consisting of three 
representative blocs: the opposition Syrian Negotiations Committee (SNC), the 'Middle Third' bloc (civil 
society), and the Syrian government. Eight sessions have taken place since the Committee was launched 
on 30 October 2019, with the ninth session originally scheduled for July 2022, but cancelled after a dispute 
over the meeting location. Syrian opposition representatives and the UN's special envoy for Syria urged 
the Committee to resume its duties; however, some fear that the Committee, whose decisions are neither 
binding nor limited by deadlines and which has made no tangible progress in previous rounds, may have 
reached an impasse. 

 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/56061/20220511_chair_statement_v5.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/33736/syria-conclusions-7956_18.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/43591_en
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/SY_120630_Final%20Communique%20of%20the%20Action%20Group%20for%20Syria.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2022/01/24/
https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-turkey-earthquakes-how-has-vital-aid-to-worst-hit-areas-been-restricted-or-blocked/?mibextid=l066kq
https://www.csis.org/analysis/lessons-learned-decade-humanitarian-operations-syria
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/15/northwest-syria-aid-delays-deadly-quake-survivors
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/where/middle-east-and-northern-africa/syria_en#:%7E:text=In%202022%2C%20the%20European%20Commission,its%20humanitarian%20support%20and%20funding
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/goal-and-eu-extend-vital-aid-earthquake-survivors-northwest-syria
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/humanitarian-aid/european-humanitarian-response-capacity-ehrc_en
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/humanitarian-aid/european-humanitarian-response-capacity-ehrc_en
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/civil-protection/eu-civil-protection-mechanism_en
https://www.unicef.org/syria/press-releases/european-union-contributes-5-million-support-earthquake-affected-children
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/01/24/zombie-diplomacy-and-the-fate-of-syrias-constitutional-committee/
https://syriadirect.org/syrian-constitutional-committee-at-an-impasse-following-cancellation-of-its-ninth-session/
https://syriadirect.org/syrian-constitutional-committee-at-an-impasse-following-cancellation-of-its-ninth-session/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/syrias-constitutional-committee-devil-detail
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country into nongovernment-controlled territory'. Similarly, Dareen Khalifa, a senior policy analyst 
for International Crisis Group (ICG), notes that the Syrian regime 'has been using aid as a war tool'. 
Dr Carsten Wieland, diplomat and associate fellow at the Geneva Centre for Security Policy, also 

argued that the Syrian government 'made besieging and 
starving a part of its warfare'. A report published by the 
Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS) 
highlighted that 'the Syrian government has grown 
increasingly skilled at turning humanitarian assistance into 
a political instrument' and claims that, as a result, the 
'global efforts to support the Syrian people increasingly 
have the effect of politically and financially strengthening 
the Syrian government'. In this context, during the UN 
Security Council meeting of 25 January 2023, several 
delegations, including France and Albania, stressed that 
the Syrian regime bears the responsibility for the dire 
situation in the country. Moreover, Syria's allies have 
impeded the provision of humanitarian assistance. For 

example, Russia used its veto at the UNSC to restrict UN aid deliveries to the opposition-held north 
to one border crossing instead of four. Aided by its state-controlled media, the Russian regime has 
persistently spread disinformation aimed at discrediting EU action in and policy towards Syria.  

European Parliament position 
Through its non-legislative resolutions, the 
European Parliament has been vocal in 
expressing its concerns over the situation in 
Syria since 2011, condemning the use of 
violence and the violation of human rights 
perpetuated by the Syrian government, the 
attacks on humanitarian workers, and 
supporting the sanctions and demanding 
humanitarian assistance is scaled-up.  

Parliament's resolution of 11 March 2021 on the 
Syrian conflict calls on all Member States to 
support principled humanitarian assistance, 
without normalising relations with the Syrian 
regime. The resolution also calls on Member 
States to maintain sanctions on individuals 
and entities involved in repression in Syria. In 
parallel, it stresses the importance of avoiding 
any unintended negative consequences of sanctions by granting exemptions for principled 
humanitarian action. Parliament highlights the importance of addressing banking over-compliance 
challenges jointly with the US.  

Parliament also repeatedly warns against investing EU financial assets 'whether directly or indirectly' 
in Syria's general reconstruction, as long as the Syrian regime refuses to implement a credible 
political process. It also calls on the EU High Representative/Vice President, to develop a robust 
human rights due diligence policy for future rebuilding in close cooperation with Syrian civil 
society.  

The European Parliament has also highlighted the situation in Syria through numerous initiatives. 
For instance, Parliament's committees have held numerous exchanges of views with the Syrian 
opposition and civil society, as well as organising hearings. In 2011, it awarded the Sakharov Prize 

'At the highest level, Syrian diplomats 
are galvanizing support on the 
international stage for the government's 
position to subjugate humanitarian 
assistance to inviolable sovereignty. On 
the ground, the government has worked 
to cleanse the ranks of the aid 
community and beneficiary lists to 
control every aspect of the aid response.' 

Natasha Hall, Rescuing aid in Syria, 
CSIS, 2022 

 

 

European Parliament resolution of 
11 March 2021 

The European Parliament 'strongly condemns all 
atrocities and violations of human rights and 
international humanitarian law, in particular by 
the Assad Regime, but also by Russian, Iranian and 
Turkish actors ... [and] condemns the actions of 
those UNSC members that have sought to limit 
humanitarian access for political purposes. 

'... firmly condemns attacks on humanitarian 
workers by all sides, especially by the Syrian 
regime and ISIL/Daesh; points out that the Syrian 
regime bears particular responsibility for targeted 
killings of humanitarian workers since 2011.' 

https://www.npr.org/2023/02/19/1158194965/political-complications-have-hampered-the-delivery-of-aid-in-syria
https://www.csis.org/analysis/politicization-aid-syria
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/220214_Hall_Rescuing_Aid_Syria.pdf?hG4dKipxCaBNDRDaezmDvn2lHVmr8937
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/PRO/N23/023/68/PDF/N2302368.pdf?OpenElement
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/russias-veto-blocking-un-cross-border-relief-aid-unlawful-and-its-only-aim-seize-un-relief-aid-we-renew-our-years-long-call-putting-end-russias-exploitation-un-relief-aid
https://azure-strategy.com/why-we-need-to-address-the-politicisation-of-aid-in-syria/
https://syriadirect.org/op-ed-un-cross-border-aid-hangs-in-the-balance-as-politics-and-need-collide/
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-at-a-un-general-assembly-meeting-following-russias-veto-of-a-un-security-council-resolution-on-the-syria-cross-border-humanitarian-mechanism/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/6757/2023/en/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/putin-palmyra-how-russia-won-truth-battle-syria-and-learned-lessons-ukraine
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/pro-kremlin-disinformation-keeps-ignoring-basic-facts-on-syria/
https://epthinktank.eu/2020/04/07/what-is-the-european-parliaments-position-on-the-situation-in-syria/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2011-0387_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/seance_pleniere/textes_adoptes/definitif/2021/03-11/0088/P9_TA(2021)0088_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/droi/dv/41_programme_/41_programme_en.pdf
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/package/situation-in-syria_5903
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/hearing-on-the-situation-of-human-rights/product-details/20170113CHE00683
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20111021STO30027/the-arab-spring-wins-sakharov-prize-2011
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/220214_Hall_Rescuing_Aid_Syria.pdf?hG4dKipxCaBNDRDaezmDvn2lHVmr8937
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/seance_pleniere/textes_adoptes/definitif/2021/03-11/0088/P9_TA(2021)0088_EN.pdf
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for freedom of thought to five representatives of the Arab people in the context of the Arab Spring – 
two of whom were Syrian activists (Ali Ferzat and Razan Zaitouneh). 

 

ENDNOTE 

1  The humanitarian operator must prove to the relevant national authority that the conditions for granting an 
authorisation for derogation are fulfilled. 
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