
SOS Monthly
The official monthly newsletter of Students Organize for Syria

Inside this issue: 
- COVID-19 in Syria
- Barbers bring relief to children
-Ramadan meal reunites a 
community

May 2020

in numbersMessage from the Boardweekly schedule

May 27, 2020

Will Todman, The Hill Opinion

COVID-19 has exacerbated Syria’s 
economic crisis to unprecedented 
levels. In recent weeks alone, the Syrian 
pound has lost more than half its value. 
President Bashar al-Assad argued that 
Syrians could not endure any more 
economic hardship. He reopened busi-
nesses and markets after a two-month 
lockdown in late April and lifted a daily 
curfew on May 26.

But it is not “business as usual.” In fact, 
as he has opened the country Assad has 
tried to ensure that those in opposi-
tion-held areas are more vulnerable to 
the pandemic. He is seeking to weapon-
ize COVID-19 to help win his civil war. 

The Syrian government has exploited 
the misery of civilians throughout the 
conflict. It has blocked humanitarian aid, 
besieged civilian areas, and bombed 
aid convoys. The regime has damaged 
or destroyed 84 medical facilities in the 
northwest since December, and an in-
dependent United Nations investigation 
confirmed that these were deliberate 
strikes. Civilian suffering is not just the 
consequence of Assad’s military opera-
tions; punishing civilians in rebel-held 
areas is the goal.

COVID-19 has provided Assad a new 
opportunity to instrumentalize suffer-
ing. He knows how vulnerable Syria 

is to the pandemic. Syria’s health care 
infrastructure has been fragmented, 
downgraded and destroyed throughout 
the country’s civil war, and it is woefully 
under-equipped to deal with the spread 
of COVID-19. Over the past nine years, 
70 percent of all Syrian medical workers 
have fled the country. Against the odds, 
Syria has seemingly avoided a large-
scale outbreak thus far. But now that 
Assad is lifting the lockdown, an uptick 
of infections is all but ensured.

Assad has worked to ensure that 
COVID-19 will hit opposition-held 
areas harder than loyalist areas. His 
government undermined the ability of 
rival authorities in the Syrian Demo-
cratic Council (SDC) to stem the spread 
of COVID-19 in the northeast. The 
government insisted that all samples 
for COVID-19 from the northeast be 
transported to Damascus to be tested 
in government labs. Tests confirmed 
that a 53-year-old man from the area 
had died from the virus on April 2. But 
the government prevented the World 
Health Organization (WHO) from telling 
the SDC that the pandemic had reached 
the northeast for 11 days. By then it was 
too late. Relatives of the man since have 
tested positive, demonstrating that 
community transmission has begun.

Assad also has obstructed UN agencies’ 
attempts to combat the pandemic in 
the northeast. The WHO repeatedly has 
requested the Syrian government’s per-
mission to build its capacity in northeast 

Syria, where just 26 of 279 public health 
centers are functioning for a population 
of 4 million. The government in Damas-
cus has delayed and obstructed these 
efforts. When it finally authorized a WHO 
shipment in mid-April, it ensured that 
supplies were funneled towards govern-
ment loyalists. The WHO reported the 
delivery of a 30-ton medical shipment 
to northeast Syria on May 11, but SDC 
authorities did not receive any of this 
aid. The government also delayed the 
delivery of machines that test for the 
virus to local authorities and continues 
to prevent the WHO from establishing a 
COVID-19 testing laboratory in the area.

Russia has stepped in to defend its ally 
as evidence has grown that the regime 
is undermining efforts to combat CO-
VID-19. On May 19, the Russian ambas-
sador to the United Nations indicated 
that Russia would block any efforts to 
reauthorize UN humanitarian agencies’ 
use of an Iraqi crossing into northeast 
Syria. Using that crossing would allow 
the efficient delivery of medical equip-
ment and supplies to opposition-held 
areas without the approval of the 
government. Russia forced the WHO to 
remove a plea to reinstate its use of the 
border crossing for medical deliveries in 
a draft paper presented to the Security 
Council.

Although no COVID-19 cases have been 
confirmed in the Idlib province in the 
northwest,  Assad has made the region 
particularly vulnerable to the pandemic. 

Opinion: Assad attempts to weaponize COVID-19 in Syria

Displaced civilians have flooded in from the 
rest of the country for years, and the Syrian 
army’s campaign into Idlib in December 
then displaced almost 1 million more civi-
lians. Idlib is bursting with desperate people 
who lack adequate shelter, food, water and 
sanitation. Many live out in the open, under 
trees. Hand-washing and other basic preven-
tative measures are impossible. 

The uptick of the regime’s shelling of 
southern Idlib in recent weeks suggests that 
Syria and Russia are preparing for a new 
offensive. A former Russian deputy foreign 
minister recently argued that Russia has no 
option but to support a new Syrian attempt 
to retake all opposition-held territory in the 
area. A renewed offensive would provide 
the perfect conditions for the pandemic to 
spread more deeply in the area.

As I have argued elsewhere, UN Security 
Council members must place greater pressu-
re on the Syrian government and its Russian 
allies to facilitate all UN operations to deal 
with COVID-19. They must stop Assad from 
using COVID-19 as another tool to stoke 
misery in Syria. The Middle East appears to 
have avoided widespread outbreaks of the 
pandemic, but Assad’s efforts to weaponize 
COVID-19 threaten a disaster. 

Article taken from: https://thehill.com/
opinion/international/498943-assad-at-
tempts-to-weaponize-covid-19-in-syria
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Event: U.S. Policy In Syria 
Amidst Global Change.

Join a discussion on all things 
Syria with the co-chairs of 
the Friends of a Free, Stable 
and Democratic Syria Caucus, 
moderated by CNN’s SE Cupp. 

Link to register: 
http://bit.ly/SACTownhall
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May 20, 2020
Reuters Staff 

At a soccer stadium in Syria’s Idlib 
re-purposed to shelter people displaced 
by war, children are being offered a 
service highly sought after since the 
coronavirus pandemic set in: a haircut.

The camp is one of several in Syria’s war-
torn northwest region where makes-
hift barbers are being set up by the 
International Association for Relief and 
Development (ONSUR), part of a project 
to bring relief to children during the Eid 
holiday that marks the end of Ramadan.

“Today we came to the camp to give 
children haircuts ahead of the Eid holi-
day in order to bring their hearts joy and 
to prevent crowds from gathering at 
barber shops,” said Abdul Wahab Al-Daif, 
a 33-year-old barber.

The rebel-held northwest, home to 
more than 3 million people, has not 
had a confirmed case of the novel co-
ronavirus, but doctors fear its shattered 
medical infrastructure and overflowing 
camps could quickly turn any outbreak 
into a humanitarian disaster.
 
Excerpt taken from: https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-health-corona-
virus-syria-eid/in-syrias-war-torn-idlib-
travelling-barbers-bring-children-relief-
idUSKBN22W23S

Barbers bring 
children relief 
in Syria 

May 8, 2020
Reuters Staff

Amid mounds of rubble and the ruins 
of buildings destroyed during nearly 
a decade of war, a Ramadan iftar 
meal has reunited a community in 
northwestern Syria.

Dozens of men and children sat out 
on a long line of blankets on the 
ground in the town of Atareb for the 
iftar, when Muslims break their daily 
fast at sundown during the Islamic 
holy month of Ramadan.

Many have returned to the town from 
camps for the displaced since a March 
ceasefire halted the most recent 
government offensive against the 
rebel-held territory.

“This is the first time that we’ve 
got together since the enormous 
destruction that happened in the 
district,” said Mohamad Jabar, 30, who 
attended the iftar on Thursday with 
his children.

“We returned recently to our homes. 
Even if they are destroyed or half 
destroyed, they are better than the 
camps and the crowding.”

Fears that the new coronavirus would 
spread quickly through camps for the 
displaced at the Turkish border have 
encouraged some to return to their 
homes near the frontline.

So far, no cases of the virus have 
been confirmed in the rebel-held 
northwest, where just a few hundred 
tests have been carried out on a po-
pulation of some 4 million people.

The site of the iftar was cleaned and 
sanitised by Civil Defence workers 
beforehand, said Abdel Malak al-Shei-
kh, 37, a member of the charity that 
organised the meal.

Organisers encouraged the attendees 
to stay apart to respect social distan-
cing rules. But most ended up sitting 
close together as the ate.

“From amid the destruction, we are 

trying to deliver a message to the 
whole world that we are steadfast. 
From the destruction that Bashar 
al-Assad caused, life and hope will 
spring,” Sheikh said. 

Northwestern Syria is the last major 
piece of territory held by rebels 
fighting President Assad. Backed by 
his allies Russia and Iran, Assad waged 
his latest offensive to recover the area 
earlier this year.

Article taken from:  
https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-health-coronavirus-syria-children/
amid-ruins-of-a-syrian-town-ra-
madan-meal-reunites-a-communi-
ty-idUSKBN22K1II
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Boys eat their Iftar meal provided by a group of volunteers in a damaged neighbourhood, amid fear for the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) outbreak, in Atarib, Aleppo countryside Syria May 7, 2020. REUTERS/Khalil Ashawi.


