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International aid to Syria is at an inflection point. More than 10 years into the 
Syrian conflict, the majority of Syria’s population is displaced and lacks adequate 
food. While Western donor governments have contributed nearly $2.5 billion a year 
in humanitarian aid, needs continue to rise. In addition, the Assad government 
has manipulated aid for over a decade, withholding aid to opponents and 
channeling it to allies. This interference has grown more entrenched, and other 
non-state actors are learning from its example. This CSIS report delves into the 
challenges to aid provision throughout Syria. It is based on interviews with over 
130 UN officials, aid workers, negotiators, diplomats, and analysts working on 
the aid response, as well as a review of databases, open-source documents, and 
internal reports and evaluations.

KEY POINTS
 ▪ The Syrian government withholds vital aid to areas outside its control 

and uses the aid system to surveil and control people in areas over 
which it has reestablished its rule.  

 ▪ The Syrian government continues to co-opt, threaten, and even kill 
aid workers and their relatives, making independent assessments and 
evaluations on the ground nearly impossible. 

 ▪ In northern and eastern Syria, which are largely beyond Syrian govern-
ment control, violence, volatility, and persistent uncertainty hamper 
donor efforts to aid communities and make them more resilient. 

 ▪ Addressing the gaps in assistance across northern and eastern Syria 
cannot wait for an end to the conflict. Donor governments and the aid 
community need to use their leverage to close gaps in coverage and 
reduce interference in the aid response.

 ▪ Donors seeking to support Syria’s recovery are doing so without ad-
dressing the government’s systematic manipulation of the aid system. 
This will entrench the deprivation and oppression that started the war, 
prolonging instability far into the future.

RECOMMENDATIONS
 ▪ Donor governments and the 

aid community should take a 
more informed and collective 
approach in order to break the 
rising pattern of abuse.

 ▪ Donor governments should 
con duct a rigorous audit and 
con textual evaluation of the 
chal lenges to assistance from 
the community to the coun
try level. After doing this, they 
should create a mechanism for 
continuous monitoring.

 ▪ Donor governments should en
gage in more consistent and 
conscientious diplomacy to 
min imize aid interference and 
secure local ceasefires. 

 ▪ The aid community should fo
cus more on operationalizing 
humanitarian principles and 
securing civilians so they can 
help make communities more 
resilient and help stabilize the 
region.

For more information about the report, please contact Natasha Hall at nhall@csis.org.
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