
SYRIA CRISIS  
Five Years On 

“What will most help the people of Syria is not just food for today, but hope for tomorrow.” 

Ban Ki Moon, United Nations Secretary General (February 2016) 

A complex crisis 

The conflict in Syria has now been raging for five years. It continues to escalate, with appalling violations 

of human rights and humanitarian law through targeted killings, indiscriminate bombings, besiegement 

and oppressive governance. Millions of Syrians remain displaced within Syria itself or as refugees, the 

vast majority of them living in substandard conditions with very limited access to livelihoods and a 

reliance on dwindling aid sources. More than 250,000 people have been killed since the crisis began
1
. 

 

With an uprising inspired by the Arab Spring, and beginning with protests against the government of 

President Bashar al-Assad, the conflict has become increasingly violent and complex over the last five 

years. Multiple warring parties have effectively partitioned the country, including the al-Nusra Front (an 

Islamist group affiliated to al-Qaeda) and, most prominently, Islamic State (ISIS). It has become a 

globalised conflict with material support to combatants or direct military intervention from Russia, Iran, 

Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UK, US, France, Jordan etc 

 

With no end in sight it remains the people of 

Syria who are most deeply affected, many 

forced to flee for their lives, leaving behind 

them their homes and possessions, as they 

desperately seek safety and security in 

neighbouring countries or in other parts of 

their own country. 

 

Thanks to the continued generosity of our 

supporters, we have been able to provide 

humanitarian assistance to refugees in 

neighbouring countries such as Lebanon and 

Jordan, access to safe, clean water in Syria, 

and support to some of those who have made 

the dangerous journey to Europe, with the 

provision of essential supplies and practical 

advice. 

 

Implementing longer-term livelihoods 

interventions is now critical, to afford refugees 

with the opportunities they are desperately 

seeking to earn a living and provide for their 

families. Approaches are needed to ensure 

Syrians can generate a sustainable income, in a 

legal and safe way, at the same time supporting meaningful action to bring unemployed Lebanese and 

Jordanians into the labour market. Through compacts agreed at the recent London conference on Syria, 

there is now scope for Syrian refugees to get work permits and to enter the formal workforce. 

Portrait of a Syrian refugee family in Al Salt, Amman, Jordan: 

Rima, 33, Mohamad, 45, and their six children. In 2015, Oxfam 

helped thousands of refugees such as Mohamad and his family 

through the provision of water tanks, hygiene and baby 

vouchers, and ‘cash for work’. 
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Counting the cost 

Before the crisis began, Syria had a population of 22 million; now approximately half have been forced to 

flee their homes or leave the country. Inside Syria, 13.5 million people are in need of humanitarian 

assistance, of which around 6.6 million have been internally displaced
2
.  

 

Funding for the humanitarian response has not kept pace with the growing scale of need. Against the 

$8.9 billion required for the aid response in 2015, UN agencies, the Red Cross / Red Crescent and NGOs 

received just over half (56.5%). For 2016, $9.3 billion is needed to support refugees and people displaced 

inside Syria, as well as poor communities in neighbouring countries. At the donor pledging conference in 

London in early February, an incredible $5.6bn was pledged towards the 2016 appeals – but that still 

leaves a massive funding gap. Increased commitments from the international community will allow 

Oxfam and other relief agencies to help struggling populations who are reliant on assistance, as well as 

Syria’s neighbours to plan for a long term crisis that is affecting their own people. 

Seeking refuge 

There are now more than 4.5 million Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries
3
, most of whom live in 

local (‘host’) communities. In Lebanon there are over one million Syrian refugees, giving it the highest per 

capita concentration of refugees worldwide. One in every five people in Lebanon is a refugee from Syria, 

and 70% of Syrian refugee households live below the national poverty line of $4 per day. 

 

In Jordan there are over 630,000 Syrian refugees, with only a small percentage living in formal camps. 

Zaatari refugee camp, in Mafraq Governorate, is home to around 80,000 refugees, making it one of the 

largest cities in Jordan. 

 

Syrians trying to flee the conflict have been facing tougher restrictions to cross into neighbouring 

countries with most borders now effectively sealed. As the nature of the crisis becomes protracted, 

these countries are struggling to cope with the impact of the influx of refugees, most of whom have 

been displaced for several years now. Infrastructure and basic services are under increased strain as 

insufficient support is being provided by other countries to fund the humanitarian response, provide 

economic support or resettle refugees. 
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Abdullah*, 10, throws a makeshift American 

Football in an informal settlement for Syrian 

refugees near the town of Baalbek in 

Lebanon's Bekaa Valley. 

 

Oxfam currently provides safe, clean drinking 

water to some 5,000 of the most vulnerable 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon at over 120 

informal settlements. Toilets are also 

provided to almost 7,000 refugees at over 160 

informal settlements. 

 

*Note children’s names have been changed to 

protect their identity. 
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Syria 

More than half the Syrian population is in need of humanitarian assistance. 

Oxfam staff are working in volatile conditions, but in spite of that we are 

working to provide clean drinking water to people inside Syria, under a 

registration with the Ministry of Water Resources. Our work on boreholes, 

pumping stations and other water infrastructure means that an estimated 

1.5 million people have regular access to clean water.  We focus our work 

on water networks that either reach significant displaced populations or 

those in frontline areas, including people on both sides of the frontlines. 

 

We are delivering an estimated 20 litres of water per day to over 1.5 million 

people in Damascus and Rural Damascus, Hama, Homs, Quneitra, Swedaa, 

Daraa, Aleppo, Idleb and Tartous.  (With our limited access to be able to 

verify actual numbers of people who are able to get water from systems we 

rehabilitate, all beneficiary numbers are estimates.) Oxfam is aiming to 

expand from supplying water to providing toilet and washing facilities, as 

well as hygiene promotion, to some of the millions of displaced people 

across the country, many living in unfinished and disused buildings.  In 

addition we are looking at how we can help displaced Syrians earn a living.  

This expansion in our work will now be possible under new agreements with 

two other Syrian government ministries – the Ministry of Social Affairs and 

the Ministry of Local Administration. 

 

In December, the Oxfam team managed to deliver a huge 2000kVa generator across front lines into non 

government controlled Aleppo. It is being connected to pumps in the main water pumping station for the 

city, and will significantly increase availability of water across the whole city – both opposition and 

government held areas. This project alone could benefit up to 1 million people, depending how the 

current conflict affects population movements in that area. We also supplied water valves to the main 

water pumping station in the Suleiman al-Halabi Aleppo region, to ensure its continued operation and 

maintenance.  

Hussein Ammar, 27, from 

Qusayr, Syria, is reunited with 

his mother after two months of 

separation. 

 

Hussein was one of thousands 

of Qusayr residents who walked 

out of the town after a 3 week 

long siege by the Syrian 

government army and Hezbollah. 
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Over a thousand people who have 

been displaced inside Syria are living 

in Dahyet Qudsaya collective shelter, 

in Rural Damascus. After carrying out 

assessments Oxfam started working 

there helping to reduce the risk of 

hygiene related diseases through a 

campaign to promote good hygiene 

practices and the distribution of 

hygiene kits to all children living 

there. Children took part in the 

campaign in a number of ways, 

i n c l u d i n g  t h r o u g h  g a m e s , 

competitions, singing, drawing and 

theatre sessions with their favourite 

cartoon characters. 
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Lebanon 

In addition to more than one million Syrian refugees in Lebanon, there are also 1.5 million vulnerable 

Lebanese and 310,000 Palestinian refugees needing support. The large majority of refugees have settled 

down in poor communities where more than half of their Lebanese hosts live on under $4 a day. At the 

end of 2014, it was estimated that about 170,000 Lebanese had been pushed into poverty as a result of 

the socio-economic crisis. Perceptions of insecurity among the local community have increased, 

exacerbating tensions and threatening the delicate social fabric. 

 

Life has become more difficult and insecure for refugees; families are facing spiralling debts as they try 

to find ways to pay for rent and food with very few options to work. Uncertain legal status and tensions 

with local communities in some areas mean that people are less likely to seek out the humanitarian 

assistance they desperately need. Oxfam has been working to both identify and meet these needs, while 

also designing new ways to offer people longer-term opportunities.  

 

A key element of Oxfam’s work in Lebanon is protection – ensuring that those in need have access to 

Ali Abbas, 46, from Raqqa in Syria, fills a tank with water supplied by Oxfam at an informal settlement for Syrian refugees near 

the town of Baalbek in Lebanon's Bekaa Valley. Ali lives at the camp and is responsible for distributing water trucked by Oxfam. 
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clear information about their rights and how to access assistance and services. Protection activities 

include informing communities of basic protection services, mobilising community protection 

committees to address growing tensions, and the establishment of mechanisms by which refugees are 

referred to specialists for support on a range of services. These can include legal counselling, child 

protection, education, medical and psycho-social support and gender-based violence. 

 

In the Bekaa Valley, work continues to provide refugees with access to safe, clean water, and sanitation 

and hygiene facilities. Activities include the construction, maintenance and repair of latrines, alongside 

the provision of hand washing facilities. As part of our public health work, World Toilet Day and Global 

Handwashing Day were celebrated with interactive theatre and games, to increase knowledge and 

encourage good practice. 

 

In December, the Lebanon programme publically released a discussion paper entitled Lebanon: looking 

ahead in times of crisis. The paper draws on Oxfam research among refugees and host communities in 

Lebanon in 2015 and aims to contribute to an urgent discussion of both interim and longer term 

solutions to address protection issues, living conditions, access to services and reduced aid 

dependency for refugees; along with access to services and greater employment opportunities for poor 

and vulnerable Lebanese. The paper was well received, and enabled a number of lobby meetings with UK 

parliamentarians. 

Hannan Hassan Khalaf, 20, sits with her children at an 

informal settlement for Syrian refugees near the town of 

Baalbek in Lebanon's Bekaa Valley. Hanna says: 

 

“I’ve been here for three years. I have four children; two of 

them were born here in the camp. I left everything in Raqa; my 

life, my memories, my souvenirs. I was very sad about that at 

first but now I am used to it. I still think about Syria though, I 

think about my neighbourhood. I used to own a small store 

and the children would stop by on their way to and from 

school. 

 

“The most difficult time here in The Bekaa is the winter. It’s 

very cold and wet and we’re not used to living in tents. 

 

“Oxfam told us how to register our children. They gave us a 

book, which teaches you the process. I’ve registered my two 

year old but my baby is just twenty days old and not 

registered yet. We have one year to register him." 

 

Photo: Sam Tarling / Oxfam 

Jordan 

In Za’atari refugee camp, home to around 80,000 Syrian refugees, work is continuing on a permanent 

water network that will reach individual households across the camp. An associated waste water 

network project is also moving forward, with household waste water connections being finalised. On 

completion, this will be the biggest water network ever built in a refugee camp, and we will be able to 

monitor both the quality and quantity of the water being supplied. 

 

A successful pilot of a recycling project is also underway in the camp, addressing both the problem of 

solid waste management and income generating opportunities for refugees. The project aims to reduce 

the volume of solid waste sent to landfill and the amount that accumulates within the camp, working 



with a Jordanian partner organisation for the reuse or resale of recyclable waste materials. Refugees are 

paid to collect household recyclable materials including cardboard, plastic and electrics, before the 

recyclables are separated, ready to be sold. Jordanian buyers have already become involved and are 

purchasing some recycled cardboard and plastic. There are plans to extend the project to further 

districts across Za’atari camp and in host communities, with an emphasis on environment preservation 

and the benefit of recycling. 

 

Oxfam have also been involved in meetings at a government level to discuss livelihoods options for 

Syrian refugees in Jordan. It is clear that interventions need to benefit refugees and Jordanians, link 

where possible to the Jordanian private sector, and offer sustainability for the long term. Oxfam’s 

country team in Jordan continues to advocate for Syrians to enjoy access to livelihoods within a legal 

and protective framework, while at the same time developing programmes that support both Syrians and 

Jordanians in strengthening their own economic position.  

This is Jasm al Wrewir – he is one of over 80,000 Syrian refugees in Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan. Jasm is part of a waste 

recycling enterprise being trialled by Oxfam in Zaatari. He owned six landfill sites and employed 200 people back in Syria. He 

now manages Oxfam’s recycling separators in Zaatari. 

 

The recycling project has managed to create income earning opportunities for Syrian refugees through the reuse and 

recycling of waste material. Oxfam has facilitated linking Syrian refugees to private sector buyers both for reused waste and 

recyclable material. In the pilot, women were engaged in the reuse of textiles and other material to produce relatively high 

value products such as bags, baskets, blankets, door mats, children's toys and a variety of souvenirs. 

 

After the final sorting and separation there are two companies that travel to Za'atari from Amman and Zarqa to purchase 

recyclable material. To improve the bargaining power of Syrian refugees involved in collection and sorting of recyclable 

material Oxfam signed Framework Agreements with these companies to reduce the possibility of exploitation and provide 

clear guidance for the business relationship. 

 

Photo: Sam Tarling / Oxfam 



Europe 

During the course of the last year, the continuing conflict in Syria 

has been a contributing factor to a worsening refugee crisis in 

Europe. Many Syrians have joined those of other nationalities in 

making difficult and often dangerous journeys across land and 

sea to find refuge in Europe, with one in five originating from 

Syria. In light of the growing humanitarian need, Oxfam has been 

responding in Serbia, Macedonia, Greece and Italy since 

September 2015. 

 

The common feature of Oxfam’s current work with arriving and 

transiting migrants in these countries is protection. Programmes 

combine humanitarian actions aimed at protecting people and 

monitoring violations of their human rights, while also 

advocating for the protection of their rights and dignity by 

national, local and European institutions. 

 

We have been working with the most vulnerable refugees and 

migrants, either directly or via partners, particularly focussing on 

women, unaccompanied children, the elderly, and young girls 

and boys. During recent months, a ‘winterization’ programme has 

also been part of our response in Serbia and Macedonia, 

providing refugees with warm clothing and blankets to help them 

endure freezing temperatures common during the harsh Balkan 

winter. In Greece, we are providing hot meals at two of the transit 

camps, as well as toilet and shower facilities, with warm water 

provided through solar water heaters with electrical backup. 

What next? 

In early February 2016, a donor 

conference was hosted in London 

by David Cameron, with world 

leaders challenged to raise the 

money needed to help the millions 

of people whose lives have been 

torn apart by the ongoing conflict. 

 

In advance of the conference, Mark 

Goldring, Oxfam’s Chief Executive, 

said, “The world is failing the 

people of Syria.  Five years on since 

the start of the crisis the violence 

and suffering continues to 

escalate but the level of funding 

and support fails to match.  

Countries must do more to help in 

Syria, in the region and in 

resettling the most vulnerable.” 

 

The conference raised over $5.6 

billion in pledges towards the 2016 

appeals, but the amount still falls 

short of what is urgently needed. 

Beyond funding, more must be 

done to ensure the protection of 

Syrians within and outside the 

country, and to bring an end to the 

violence in Syria. Oxfam is also 

calling on rich countries to resettle 

10 percent of all registered Syrian 

refugees by the end of 2016, with 

numbers relative to the size of 

their economy. Oxfam’s measure 

would see the UK resettling almost 

24,000 refugees before the end of 

2016. 

 

The three main refugee-hosting 

countries – Jordan, Lebanon and 

Turkey – agreed to take steps to 

open up their labour markets to 

refugees and to improve the 

investment climate. These 

commitments will also require 

support from the international 

community, and Oxfam will 

continue to push hard for these 

commitments to be realised. 

Khaled, with his wife and children, crosses Macedonia's border with Serbia in 

the cold and rain. They fled Syria because of the war. 
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Whilst the humanitarian need is still great, Oxfam’s work addressing the longer-term needs of 

refugees and host communities, in order to support a more sustainable future, is now more 

critical than ever. With your ongoing support, we can continue to offer hope to those whose 

lives have been torn apart. 

 

Thank you. 

Right: Haya*, 18, works in a wedding shop in  Zaatari refugee 

camp. The 18 year-old who rents and sells dresses, and 

provides hair and make-up services, in the sprawling camp 

that is home to 80,000 Syrian refugees. 
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* name changed to protect identity 

Left: Abu Yusuf is Oxfam’s warehouse keeper in Zaatari 

refugee camp. He has been part of Oxfam’s cash-for-

work programme in the camp since 2013. Abu Yusuf 

arrived in Jordan two years ago with his wife and five 

children after they fled their hometown Daraa in Syria. 

Abu Yusuf describes his role as ‘focal point’ for Oxfam’s 

projects in the camp. 

 

Photo: Sami Al Alul / Oxfam 

Above: A Syrian refugee who fixes bikes in Zaatari 

refugee camp. 

 

Photo: Thomas Louapre / Oxfam  

Below: Abu Ashraf, 46, a father of three from Syria, makes 

falafel outside his restaurant in Zaatari refugee camp. Abu 

had a falafel place back in Syria - he says it tasted better 

there, the chickpeas he could get were better than those in 

Jordan. 
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