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Post-quake  
Syrian Arab Republic
A wake-up call and a time for action

A massive tragedy 
underpinned by a crisis 
long in the making
To date, the 6 February 2023 earthquake that struck southern 
Türkiye and the north of the Syrian Arab Republic has resulted 
in enormous casualties. As of 12 February, at least 5,791 people 
have lost their lives and 10,041 have been injured in Syria; of 
these numbers, 4,377 deaths and 7,692 injured persons were 
reported in the north-west of the country, with many people 
still trapped under the rubble.1  
The United Nations estimates that at least 8.8 million additional 
people in Syria have been affected by the earthquake.
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Prior to the earthquake, Syrians had been suffering from 
the impacts of a major conflict, including a series of armed 
confrontations in different parts of the country that 
have left approximately 85 per cent of households either 
insufficiently or completely unable to meet daily needs. 
In a recent survey, 55.8 per cent of respondents reported 
having resorted to borrowing to make ends meet, while 
15 per cent reported having to sell productive assets and 
10.2 per cent relied on humanitarian assistance (cash or 
vouchers) to cover the difference between their actual 
income and their expenditure.2

These figures are likely to significantly increase following the 
earthquake. The number of women in informal employment 
is expected to increase to between 85 and 90 per cent of 
total female employment due to the expansion of informal 

activities and the reduction of formal activities in all sectors.3 
Persons with disabilities, especially those who are displaced, 
usually experience compounded vulnerability during natural 
disasters, along with difficulties or inability to evacuate. 
Persons with disabilities in areas affected by the earthquake 
will have been disproportionally affected. Given the nature of 
earthquake damage, it is expected that many survivors will 
sustain life-changing injuries and the number of persons living 
with disabilities is likely to increase.

The repercussions have been particularly catastrophic in 
the northwest of Syria, where 4.1 million of the 4.5 million 
inhabitants are dependent on humanitarian aid for survival. 
Residents who survived the earthquake have been left in 
exceedingly cold temperatures without drinking water, 
electricity or fuel for heating and are exposed to the dangers 
of unstable buildings as they try and seek shelter from the 
elements. The northwest of the country has become almost 
inaccessible to aid convoys. Initially, only one crossing point, 
Bab al-Hawa, was open to aid coming through Türkiye. A 
number of aid convoys crossed from Türkiye to the northwest 
of Syria, despite the crossing itself being damaged during 
the quake.4 Additionally, the Syrian Government agreed on 
14 February 2023 to open the two crossing points of Bab 
Al-Salam and Al Ra’ee from Türkiye to the northwest of Syria 
for an initial period of three months to allow for the timely 
delivery of humanitarian aid, a decision welcomed by the 
United Nations and other countries.5

As the scale of the disaster unfolds, it is feared that the 
earthquake will have a significant impact on economic 
conditions, worsening an already precarious situation. More 
people are likely to become vulnerable, at risk, displaced and 
pushed into poverty. Livelihoods, the health care system,6 
the education system and specific social groups are all 

15.3 million
people requiring 
humanitarian 
assistance
in 2023
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Given the nature of earthquake damage, it is 
highly expected that many survivors will 
sustain life changing injuries which is 
certain to increase the number of  
persons with disability.
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affected. Thousands of children are currently stranded 
outside of their homes and are becoming even more 
vulnerable to family separation, exploitation and abuse.7 
Increased numbers of people are falling into vulnerability 
across all groups (including internally displaced persons and 
refugees, persons with disabilities, women, children, older 
persons and informal workers).

The ongoing conflict that started in December 2011 has caused 
a tragic loss of life and a de-facto fragmentation of the country 
into three parts, only one of which is fully under Government 
control. Due to the conflict, to date, 306,887 Syrians are 
estimated to have died,8 totaling 1.5 per cent of the population 
of Syria at the beginning of the conflict. Of the total 22.1 million 
estimated population, 6.8 million are internally displaced9 and 
there are 6.6 million Syrian refugees worldwide.10 Furthermore, 
the compounded crises have resulted in 15.3 million people 
within Syria requiring humanitarian assistance in 2023.11 The 
number of people in need will increase in a country already 
in the midst of a severe economic crisis. Needs pertaining to 
health, food, water, shelter and non-food items are continuing 
to rise. The earthquake has had a dual impact on the displaced 
population, not only causing more people to flee their homes 
due to unsafe or damaged shelter, but also reducing the 
chances for those originally from earthquake-affected areas 
to return home.12

The COVID-19 pandemic and its economic and social 
consequences; the war in Ukraine and the subsequent rise 
in energy and food prices; several instances of climate-
related severe weather conditions, including droughts; and 
the slow growth, poor trade, external finance and currency 
depreciation related to the long-standing sanctions (unilateral 
coercive measures) have combined to deepen and widen the 
impacts of the previously sub-optimally performing economy 
with tragic consequences for almost all Syrians. This has been 
compounded by the collapse of basic services and essential 
infrastructure at a time when funding provided by donors 
has dwindled substantially with the fallout from the war in 
Ukraine and the global economic crisis.

Conflict-affected countries are usually at a significant 
disadvantage in terms of preparedness and ability to 
cope with emerging crises and natural disasters such as 
earthquakes and pandemics. Syria is no exception. The 
emergency response and humanitarian aid to the country 
are confronted by compounded additional difficulties due 
to political, security and logistical conditions, including the 
country’s fragmentation, the global geopolitical context and 
the dire economic situation, which make it difficult to provide 
comprehensive relief.

The impacts of the earthquake are testing the limits of 
affected Syrian communities, whose dependence on self-
reliant, improvised coping and resilience measures can no 
longer withstand one tragedy after another. The inability 
to cope with these repeated crises not only threatens the 
well-being of communities in terms of access to livelihoods, 
basic social services and human security, it also threatens 
the social cohesion of Syrian communities and potentially 
the territorial integrity of the country.

Given the political and security contexts in different parts 
of Syria, and that the relief and development assistance 
policies of the international community have been 
inconsistent, aiding Syrians has become an urgent priority 
that, left unattended, will cause added suffering in an 
already tragic crisis.

These crises and the political impasse that is preventing 
a peaceful political resolution are exacerbating a series of 
concerning conditions:

 • Deepened divisions, compromising social cohesion and 
making reconciliation even more challenging given 
the territorial, administrative, economic and social 
fragmentation of the country, as well as the role of 
foreign actors and countries with a presence inside Syria

 • Increased humanitarian aid dependency amidst scarcer 
resources to address the basic needs of generations 
of young people who have grown up knowing only 
deprivation and aspire to migrate

 • Increased difficulties for the recovery of human capital

 • Increased risks of the re-emergence of violent 
extremism, born out of misery, desperation, 
lawlessness and exclusion.
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the Syrian people 
need sustained 
international 
attention, 
beginning with 
emergency relief 
and continuing 
beyond 
humanitarian 
assistance

An urgent need to address the current 
humanitarian-development impasse
If unaddressed, the situation is likely to continue to 
worsen and contribute to instability in a region that 
is impeded from making significant progress on all 
dimensions of human, social and economic developments 
by unresolved crises and conflicts.

As everyone grasps the magnitude of the most recent 
catastrophe and its impacts, messages of unity and 
solidarity and calls for life-saving assistance are being 
issued. Expressions of solidarity across Syrian society, 
regardless of geographic and political divides, have 
started to emerge alongside positive initiatives and 
steps to ensure access to humanitarian assistance 
without differentiation between parts of the country.

Now, more than ever, the Syrian people need sustained 
international attention, beginning with emergency 
relief and continuing beyond humanitarian assistance 
to enhance community resilience through concrete and 
sustainable measures to support livelihoods. 

Many donors have deployed emergency relief measures 
to assist those affected by the earthquake. The efforts 
have been more focused in Türkiye than in Syria. The 

European Commission announced an initial €3.5 million 
in emergency humanitarian assistance for Syria to “help 
people in need to access shelter, water and sanitation, 
various health items they currently need, as well as to 
support the search and rescue operations”.13 In addition, 
the European Union is encouraging its member States to 
provide help and may consider exemptions from sanction 
provisions for humanitarian purposes while seeking 
"sufficient safeguards" to ensure that help provided 
will reach vulnerable people. The United States of 
America has issued Syria General License (GL) 23, which 
authorizes all transactions related to earthquake relief 
for 180 days, which would be otherwise prohibited by the 
Syrian Sanctions Regulations.

A number of countries have already rushed emergency 
assistance to Syrian communities impacted by disaster 
including Algeria, Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon, Qatar, the 
Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Venezuela, among others.

It is encouraging to see some donors (international 
organizations and individual countries) starting 
to engage and design frameworks that go beyond 
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immediate emergency relief. The European Commission 
announced its intention to host a donors' conference in 
support of the people of Türkiye and Syria in March 2023 
in Brussels. The United Nations launched a $397 million 
humanitarian appeal for the people in Syria affected 
by the earthquake. This will cover a period of three 
months.14 It is key to scale up and speed up support 
through the most effective and direct routes, while 
regularly examining progress with the aim of achieving 
effective early recovery and eventually stability, 
development and peace.

The current crisis provides an opportunity to offer 
creative and equitable measures that allow Syrians 
to benefit from humanitarian assistance irrespective 
of their place of residence while also preparing the 
ground for additional progress towards reaching a 
comprehensive political solution in line with Security 
Council resolution 2254 that meets the legitimate 
aspirations of all Syrians and restores the sovereignty, 
independence, unity and territorial integrity of Syria.

A wake-up call, needed action and specific 
recommendations

As we all pause, reflect and pay tribute to those who have died or been injured, as well as their families, we cannot but think that 
the longer the conflict continues, all segments of Syrian society will be at their most vulnerable. As time continues in the wake of 
this most recent tragic event, addressing these challenges will become more difficult and costly.
Business-as-usual worsens the situation. As time passes without a resolution to the conflict, more and more Syrian people are 
driven into increasing vulnerability and marginalization, making the necessary task of integrating them in a “Whole of Syria” 
solution more and more difficult.
A holistic, inclusive, equal and coherent approach to peacebuilding and the recovery of the entire country continues to be the 
best option for a prosperous and stable future for Syrians.
Meanwhile, until all the conditions are in place for a more comprehensive “Whole of Syria” solution, the following 
recommendations should be considered:

Facilitate access to humanitarian aid in a 
“Whole of Syria” approach: Consider lifting any 

barriers to speeding humanitarian aid, including resuming 
cross-border humanitarian access for all Syrians in a 
non-politicized fashion, as called for by Security Council 
resolution 2254. At the same time, there should be a full, 
unhindered and nonpoliticized resumption of economic and 
social ties throughout the country.15

Address disparities and inequalities in relief 
responses: There is a need to ensure relief efforts 

are equally distributed and all areas are accessing assistance. 
This can be facilitated by an immediate lifting of all 
constraints on emergency funding and a reinforcement of 
existing coordination mechanisms among development 
actors, including through the communication of information 
about rehabilitation efforts and processes among relief 
providers and within affected communities.
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Address additional vulnerabilities, especially 
amongst children, older persons and persons 
with disabilities: Lessons from other emergency 

responses show that the most vulnerable groups are 
disproportionately affected by the crises and are more likely 
to fall into chronic poverty. These groups should be given 
adequate attention to avoid being further marginalized or 
excluded from emergency aid and recovery.

Integrate gender into disaster risk 
management and emergency response:  

To address the gendered impacts of the earthquake on men 
and women it is crucial to raise awareness among relief 
workers and the general public about how these differences 
manifest and are addressed. Women should also be seen as 
agents of change for disaster risk reduction and 
strengthening resilience and their input and perspectives 
should be integrated. They should be at the heart of 
recovery efforts and have a voice in decisions that affect 
them, their families and communities. This will not only help 
to empower women but also to shift unequal power 
dynamics and promote gender equality.

Rebuilding and sustainable reconstruction: 
In addition to protecting lives and livelihoods  
and fostering resilience, it is critical to also deal 

with material and physical damage to buildings and 
infrastructure. The short-term repair of damaged 
post-earthquake infrastructure should keep long-term 
reconstruction needs in mind. This entails targeted and 
coordinated approaches to rehabilitation and 
construction plans, including relevant environmental, 
social and economic frameworks. Addressing the 
damage to cultural heritage is another important 
concern. While finding survivors and supporting families 
remains the top priority, rebuilding homes, education and 
health centres, and assessing and eventually rebuilding 
cultural heritage landmarks is critical to preserving the 
collective memory and identity of Syrians. It strengthens 
the foundations of peace and prospects for unity;  
culture is a driver of recovery, strengthening the 
resilience of a community.16
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Establish a framework of solidarity (people-to-
people assistance): Acts of solidarity have been 
demonstrated in different ways and among various 

actors. Syrians inside and outside the country are rallying to 
help by sending financial support. It is expected that 
remittances will surge and be key to the earthquake 
recovery. Remittances have been an important source of 
income for large segments of the population since the 
outbreak of the conflict. Diaspora communities are 
expected to play a larger role in future potential 
reconstruction processes or economic recovery. However, 
challenges and barriers17 to the flow of remittances should 
be addressed with the aim of decreasing the cost of 
transferring money, in line with the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Stabilize and increase resilience: This could 
include encouraging and prioritizing stabilization 

efforts and increased community resilience and individual 
endurable livelihoods in a sustainable way to ensure that 
long-term recovery is achieved. In view of the urgent needs, 

the resilience of Syrian communities must be actively 
sought through concrete, adaptive and transformative 
approaches, and through building capacity to promote 
stability and ultimately positive development outcomes. 
This would require focusing, shifting and scaling up 
resources towards such initiatives.

Anticipate and prevent: Give increased attention to 
early warning and disaster management systems and 

develop effective and inclusive emergency and crisis 
preparedness strategies and plans including, eventually, 
recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction.

Consider advancing a political settlement: 
Build on the recent relief response dialogue 

between the Government of Syria  
and the international community, such as cooperation  
under the European Union Civil Protection Mechanism and 
others, to speed up discussions to engage on confidence-
building measures towards advancing a political settlement 
in line with Security Council resolution 2254.
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