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I 

t took more than 20 deaths 
from starvation, lack of medi-
cine and a worldwide uproar 
over images of emaciated 
children to force open front 

lines and political barriers that had 
prevented delivery of desperately 
needed humanitarian assistance to 
the besieged town of Madaya, west 
of Damascus.

The 42,000 hunger-stricken peo-
ple stranded inside the Sunni town 
waited three months for aid con-
voys of the United Nations, the Syr-
ian Red Crescent and the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) to be allowed in.

Seventy truckloads of medical 
supplies, food and non-food items, 
including blankets, winter clothes 
and mattresses, were unloaded 
throughout the night of January 
11th to January 12th, in Madaya and 
two Shia villages, Foua and Kefraya, 
besieged by rebels in Idlib province. 
The aid for Madaya was the first to 
reach the town since October.

“It was dark, cold and raining. 
The few people who were outside, 
especially children, looked very 
skinny and weary. It seemed very 
much that they have malnutrition,” 
said Firas al-Khateeb, a spokesman 
for the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees, UNHCR.

He said the “life-sustaining assis-
tance” could feed 60,000 people in 
the three locations for at least one 
month. Efforts are under way to 
have more than a one-shot distri-
bution of aid.

“There is a non-stop effort to al-
low open access so that humanitar-
ian teams can go in to assess the 
situation and to deliver,” Khateeb 
said.

The assistance did not include 
fuel for heating, although tempera-
tures can drop to below zero in the 
mountainous area where people 
are said to be burning everything 
from plastic bags to clothes to try 
to keep warm.

“We are bringing in medical as-
sistance, including surgical kits 
and medicaments. Our priority is to 
deliver food and medical supplies, 
though fuel is also essential,” ICRC 
spokesman Pawel Krzysiek said in 
a telephone interview.

It will take several days to com-
plete the delivery.

Rami Abdel Rahman, director of 
the UK-based Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights, said the deliv-
ery process in Madaya was delayed 
slightly until aid convoys could 
reach the government-held villages 
of Foua and Kefraya, about 200km 
north of Damascus.

“Also some logistical mishaps 
occurred as the residents insisted 
on having the assistance delivered 
to them directly,” Abdel Rahman 
added.

About 125 gunmen in Madaya 
have been accused of seizing sup-
plies and conducting arbitrary dis-
tributions, while some were selling 
aid to the highest bidder.

Mohamad About Kassem, who 
was displaced to Madaya from 
nearby Zabadani, said, “The few 
remnants of past assistance were 
being sold at astronomical prices. 
One guy has sold his car for 1 mil-
lion Syrian pounds ($4,500) in re-
turn for 4 kilos of rice and 4 kilos 
of milk.”

Doctors without Borders (MSF) 
recently reported that 28 people, 
including six infants and five elder-
ly people, had died of starvation in 
Madaya since early December.

In New York, UN humanitarian 
chief Stephen O’Brien said there 
were 400 people who needed to be 
evacuated immediately to receive 

treatment for medical conditions, 
malnourishment and starvation.

Madaya has been under siege by 
the Syrian Army and fighters from 
Lebanon’s Shia Hezbollah since 
July 2015. The stranglehold on the 
town tightened since October, in 
retaliation for the continuing siege 
of Foua and Kefarya.

People have been trying to sur-
vive on soups of grass, tree leaves 
and spices. Some were said to have 
eaten cats and donkeys.

Siege and starvation tactics have 
been used by both sides in Syria’s 
long conflict, notwithstanding a 
UN Security Council resolution or-
dering the warring parties to allow 
aid deliveries.

The situation in Madaya was ma-
nipulated by warring parties in a 

propaganda war on social and con-
ventional media.

Rebel groups used photos of 
starving children to stir worldwide 
condemnation of the regime and 
its Hezbollah ally and the latter 
claimed the images were fabricat-
ed. Hezbollah said in a statement 
that militants have been with-
holding food from the people and 
preventing them from leaving the 
town.

Delivering aid to Madaya was 
supposed to take place in line with 
an agreement between militants 
and the regime in December. The 
first phase saw the withdrawal of 
rebel fighters in Zabadani in return 
for the evacuation of civilians from 
Foua and Kefraya. The remaining 
phases, including aid distribution 

in Madaya, failed to materialise.
“We have accepted all the condi-

tions imposed by the regime and 
Hezbollah but still the town re-
mained under total siege,” Mousa 
al-Maleh, the head of the local 
council in Madaya said in a tele-
phone interview.

“The images of starving children 
in Madaya reflect the harsh reality. 
We need a sustainable solution en-
tailing the complete lifting of the 
siege and access to food and medi-
cines once and for all. We do not 
want to face the same issue all over 
again in one or two months.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
Khalil Hamlo contributed to the 
report from Damascus.
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A Syrian activist sprays graffiti in solidarity with the besieged town of Madaya, 
on a wall of a damaged building in Kafr Batna in the rebel-held Eastern Ghouta 
area, on the outskirts of Damascus, on January 8th.

Other tragedies lurk after Madaya

T 

he siege of 40,000 
people in the Syrian 
town of Madaya is the 
latest example of the 
Damascus regime’s 
collective punishment 

of civilians. It is also an openly 
political act.

Twenty-three people, including 
six children under 12 months old, 
have died and ten others are in im-
mediate need of life-saving medi-
cal treatment in Madaya because 
of the blockade. Although aid and 
food were expected to soon be 
allowed into the hillside town, the 
broader situation remains grave. 
“The medics we support report 
injuries and death by bullet and 
landmine wounds from people 
who tried to leave Madaya,” said 
Brice de le Vingne of Doctors with-
out Borders (MSF).

“The desperation is getting so 
acute that [January 6th] there 
were scenes of rioting as people 
tried to seize the last remaining 
food available at the MSF-support-
ed food-distribution point.”

Madaya and neighbouring 
Bloudan and Zabadani have for 
years held a special place in the 
hearts of Damascenes. Before the 
outbreak of revolt in early 2011, 

every Friday thousands of city 
dwellers made the short drive 
north-west to the mountain towns, 
including Madaya, to take in the 
fresh air and feast at some of the 
country’s best restaurants.

In summer, Damascenes were 
joined by Arabs from Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf who went to the 
Barada basin to escape the heat at 
home. The flow of private money 
into the area, however, fell into the 
hands of a very few, meaning this 
line of settlements abutting the 
Lebanese border was largely im-
poverished and anti-government 
protests quickly erupted five years 
ago.

Since then, the relationship be-
tween wealthy Damascus and its 
suburbs has changed completely. 
Since word of how residents of Ma-
daya were being forced to eat tree 
leaves and grass to stay alive made 
international headlines, one of the 

most chilling responses came from 
Syrians themselves. Government 
supporters, some of whom appear 
to be based in the Syrian capital, 
took to Facebook and Twitter to 
mock the starving in Madaya by 
posting pictures of lavish meals 
and despicably hijacking a hashtag 
campaign called “solidarity with 
the siege of Madaya”.

This response to the humanitar-
ian disaster offers a window into 
the psyche governing Syrians and, 
importantly, the depth of persua-
sion that regime propaganda has 
achieved. Looking forward, the 
notion that Syria can maintain its 
geographic integrity when the war 
ends looks increasingly fantasti-
cal. Too much deep-rooted hatred 
has been groomed from above and 
too many people have lost fathers, 
sons and loved ones.

Although the 40,000 people 
besieged in Madaya appear to have 

won a reprieve, elsewhere even 
greater catastrophes are unfolding.

In a series of opposition-held 
towns north of Homs, 250,000 
people have been cut off from the 
rest of Syria for two years. Because 
they had access to a large tract of 
agricultural land, civilians have 
been able to get by but frost has 
killed much of the area’s crops 
meaning that in the coming weeks 
a bigger crisis could unfold. “These 
harrowing accounts of hunger 
represent the tip of an iceberg,” 
said Philip Luther of Amnesty 
International.

What is clear is that this is a 
tactic the regime is unlikely to 
give up. The starvation of civil-
ians serves purposes for the Syr-
ian regime on multiple levels. It 
weakens its opponents militarily, 
forcing rebel groups to give up or 
face ultimate responsibility for the 
deaths of thousands of civilians.

It also works as diplomatic tool 
by which the regime can, when 
the time is right, arbitrarily decide 
to allow aid enter besieged areas. 
Then, it claims to have acted for 
the benefit of the people, conduct-
ing a gesture of goodwill and that 
it should be thus rewarded.

The consequence is that slow-
burning, deliberate campaigns 
of siege against civilian popula-
tions are set to continue and the 
next Madaya — and even bigger 
tragedies — will continue to lurk 
around every corner.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. 
He is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford 
University Press, 2012).
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View point
Although 
the 40,000 
people 
besieged 
in Madaya 
appear to 
have won 
a reprieve, 
elsewhere 
even greater 
catastrophes 
are 
unfolding.

The next Madaya — and 
even bigger tragedies — 
will continue to lurk 
around every corner.

Madaya has been 
under siege by the 
Syrian Army and 
fighters from 
Lebanon’s Shia 
Hezbollah since July 
2015.


