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S 

tarving an enemy is an old, 
albeit dangerous, weapon 
of war. In the Syrian civil 
war, starvation has often 
been seen as crucial in de-

ciding the outcome of many battles.
Almost all warring sides have 

used this weapon to gain military 
and political advantages, always 
at the expense of civilians. Many 
people starved to death in besieged 
areas, with sieges lasting more than 
three years in some cases.

More than 400,000 people are 
under siege in Syria by one of the 
many warring parties, according to 
the United Nations. Besieged zones 
are scattered across Syrian terri-
tory from Deir ez-Zor in the east to 
Zabadani and Madaya near the Leb-
anese border in the west.

Different parties define siege dif-
ferently. For the United Nations, 
any person who cannot secure food 

is considered under siege. The Syr-
ian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) con-
tends that “there are zones that are 
difficult to access but not impossi-
ble to reach”.

The Syrian regime resorted to 
sieges on many occasions to pres-
sure the armed opposition to relin-
quish territory or to impose a truce. 
Rebels made use of sieges to push 
the regime to relax its grip on other 
besieged areas and allow entry of 
humanitarian aid. Thus, the fate of 
besieged cities became intertwined.

For instance, the standoff be-
tween the Syrian Army and rebels 
led to an agreement in which hu-
manitarian aid was dispatched to 
Zabadani and Madaya and some 
fighters and their families were al-
lowed to leave the besieged town. 
In return, the opposition allowed 
inhabitants of Kefraya and Fua to 
leave the cities in Aleppo province 
and go to Sayeda Zainab near Da-
mascus.

Ayham Mihriz, SARC’s head of op-
erations, said: “Certain areas are dif-
ficult to access because of military 

operations but we still try to reach 
them via other ways.”

“We rely on local volunteers to 
provide the necessary services,” 
he said. “We have a chapter in the 
embattled town of Douma in rural 
Damascus and medical outposts in 
Arbin. These are areas difficult to 
reach but we are nevertheless giv-
ing medical care to the local inhab-
itants. In Douma we even provide 

dialysis sessions and diabetes medi-
cine.”

“We are also working side by side 
with UNICEF and the World Health 
Organisation to assist populations 
in neighbourhoods in east of Alep-
po that are under the control of the 
opposition. We dispense more than 
30,000 kilograms of bread in be-
sieged zones in areas of Damascus 
and Aleppo,” Mihriz added, noting 
that “last year, we have done a bet-
ter job than the year before and this 
year we hope to do a better job than 
last year.”

In Deir ez-Zor, more than 200,000 
people have been living under an 
Islamic State (ISIS) siege for more 
than a year. Trapped in four neigh-
bourhoods under regime control, 
they lack food, medicine, drinking 
water and all other basic needs. 
With ISIS forces refusing to let in 
food supplies from surrounding vil-
lages, prices have skyrocketed and 
whatever is smuggled in is sold at 
100 times higher than normal value.

“Prices of food items, when they 
exist, have simply gone through the 
roof. One kilogram of tea costs more 
than 40,000 Syrian pounds ($100), 
while in Damascus, it costs $7. Last 
week, the price of one loaf of bread 
reached 400 pounds, approximate-
ly $1,” says Mohamed al-Abd, who 
lives in Deir ez-Zor’s al-Joura neigh-
bourhood.

“A low income family of six peo-
ple living on a single meal a day 
would need about 450,000 pounds 
($1,100) a month to survive. To 
meet these living expenses, most 
people in the city have used up their 
savings and some had to sell their 
furniture,” Abd added.

Deir ez-Zor’s parliamentarians 
have accused government officials 

of “starving the city” by failing to 
delivery assistance to the airport, 
which is still under army control. 
They charged that people are left 
under the mercy of “merchant offi-
cials”, who reap incredible profits.

Those who can afford it are flee-
ing the city. For 200,000 pounds 
($500) per person officials would fa-
cilitate their transportation by heli-
copter from Deir ez-Zor to Qamishli 
airport in the Kurdish-held Hasakah 
province and from there to a land 
crossing point of their choice.

Following several deaths from 
starvation and lack of medicine in 
Deir ez-Zor, social media activists 
launched a cyber campaign they 
called “Save Deir ez-Zor”. That re-
sulted in some supplies being air-
dropped into the city.

During a visit to Damascus mid-
February, UN Special Envoy to Syr-
ia Staffan de Mistura announced 
that more humanitarian aid will be 
dropped into Deir ez-Zor because it 
is not possible to deliver it by land.

With the progress of the Syrian 
Army north of Aleppo that led to 
lifting the siege on Nubl and Zahra, 
and improving access to Kefraya 
and Fua, home for pro-regime 
Shia populations, rebels fear they 
might lose their bargaining chip to 
force aid deliveries to Madaya and 
Zabadani.

Syrian government sources, how-
ever, insist that the aid programme 
is the result of an international de-
cision and that the government will 
see to it that aid reaches all besieged 
areas.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
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to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.
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T 

he fact that most areas 
under government siege 
are within the vicinity of 
Damascus illustrates why 
strategists resort to star-

vation and isolation as weapons. 
The siege has contributed to keep-
ing rebels from reaching Damascus 
neighbourhoods.

Thousands of people are besieged 
in towns and villages in Eastern Gh-
outa, including Douma, Harasta, 
Zamalka, Arbin, Kafr Batna, al-Na-
shabiya, Hamoryah, Hazeh, Deir al-
Asafeer and Juber. They are on the 
eastern fringes of Damascus.

The Syrian government in Au-
gust allowed about 5,000 civilians 
to leave Eastern Ghouta, a move 
that the opposition blasted as an 
attempt to mislead public opin-
ion and improve the government’s 
image vis-à-vis the international 
community. In recent weeks, Syr-
ian authorities allowed a convoy 
of humanitarian aid of the Syrian 
Arab Red Crescent (SARC) to enter 
Douma, the first such delivery in 
several years.

Not far from Ghouta lies the city 
of Al-Tall, also besieged by the Syr-
ian Army with the only difference 
that it has not been targeted by mil-
itary operations. Some 40,000 peo-
ple, mostly displaced from Eastern 
Ghouta, settled there.

To the west of Damascus, some 
175,000 people live under siege 
in Moadamiyet al-Sham, Zabada-
ni, Daraya, Moadamiyet, Ma-
daya, Baqueen and Qudsia. They 
rely heavily on humanitarian aid 
brought in intermittently by UN aid 
agencies, SARC and the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross.

In Qudsia, south-east of Damas-
cus, the government sought to im-
pose a “reconciliation” deal mak-
ing it possible for armed militia to 
leave the town. At the end of 2015, 
118 rebels had left the town with 
the understanding that the next 
step would involve lifting the siege. 
That did not happen because of a 
last-minute disagreement on who 
would be in charge of town secu-
rity.

Kefraya and Fua, in the northern 

Idlib province, are home for 20,000 
pro-regime Shias who have been 
besieged by opposition fighters for 
more than two years. The Syrian 
Army occasionally breaks the siege 
by airdropping supplies or relying 
on SARC’s assistance.

Aid was recently allowed into Ke-
fraya and Fua in return for similar 
assistance to Madaya, Zabadani and 
Baqueen which are encircled by 
government forces and their allies 
from Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

Al-Waar district is the last subur-
ban neighbourhood in Homs under 
control of opposition forces. More 
than 20,000 people live there, lack-
ing basic necessities. The area is be-
sieged despite an agreement to lift 
the siege after hundreds of fighters 
were evacuated to Idlib under UN 
auspices.

Deir ez-Zor in eastern Syria is yet 
another besieged area. Four of the 
city’s neighbourhoods are encir-
cled by ISIS militants. Food sup-
plies have been occasionally air 
dropped to assist some 200,000 
people trapped inside.

Besieged areas
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Need for humanitarian assistance increasing in Syria
Damascus

T
he need for 
humanitarian 
assistance is 
increasing in Syria 
and humanitarian 
actors must be 
given access to 
vulnerable 

populations, said Peter Maurer, 
president of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC).

Maurer spoke to the Associated 
Press in Damascus on February 
25th after returning from the cen-
tral city of Homs. He had visited 
the Waer neighbourhood where a 
ceasefire was recently reached.

Speaking of Waer residents, 
Maurer said: “Sometimes they get 
access to some food, to some wa-
ter, to some medical services, and 
sometimes for weeks they don’t.”

During his tour in Waer, Mau-
rer visited an ICRC-supported 
community shelter and a hospital 
that was severely damaged in the 
fighting. The Al-Walid hospital is 

in desperate need of equipment 
and medical supplies and the ICRC 
expects to deliver doctors with 
medical supplies in the coming 
days, he said.

“My dominant impression from 
visiting Syria for the fourth time is 
that each time the needs are more 
profound,” Maurer added.

The United Nations says there 
are nearly 500,000 people in be-
sieged areas in Syria and an es-
timated 4.5 million Syrians 
are in a separate category 
called “hard to reach”.

Maurer earlier met 
with government officials, 
including Syrian Prime Min-
ister Wael Nader al-Halqi, 
about the Syrian humanitar-
ian crisis. “There is an under-
standing by the key representa-
tives that this has become a 
serious humanitarian 
crisis that has gone 
far be-
yond the 
country,” 
Maurer 
said. “The 

discourse of sovereignty is a rela-
tive one when a crisis has become 
a global crisis.

“In that sense I think everybody 
needs to review (their) position 
and then to see how we can work 
together in order to respond, again, 
in a much more meaningful way to 
those stark needs.”

Maurer said that 
of those in most 
need for help 
are people in 
areas that are not 
controlled by 
the government 
and are the 
hardest to reach 
for humanitar-
ian actors such 
as the ICRC.

The UN 
World Food Pro-

gramme (WFP) announced the 
first high-altitude airdrop of 21 
tonnes of aid February 24th over 
the eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, 
which is under siege from Islamic 
State (ISIS) extremists. WFP later 
said it faced “technical difficul-
ties” and indicated the drop may 
have been off target.

WFP said that due to weather 
conditions, including unexpected 
high winds over the area, ten 
of the 21 food pallets that were 
airdropped drifted away and are 
unaccounted for.

The ICRC has refused to use 
airdrops to reach isolated popula-
tions in rebel-held areas on the 
premise that aid could get into the 
wrong hands. “It is very difficult 
to target air drops to the right 
people and to do it safely without 
a presence on the ground,” Maurer 
said.

Syria’s crisis, which began in 
March 2011, has killed at least 
250,000 people, wounded 1 mil-
lion and displaced half the coun-
try’s population.
(The Associated Press)
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“My dominant 
impression from 
visiting Syria for 
the fourth time 
is that each time 
the needs are 
more profound.”


