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Appendix I: Letter to the United Nations 

Development Programme from Human 

Rights Watch   

 

 
 
April 15, 2019 
 
David Akopyan 
United Nations Development Programme 
Syria Country Director  
 
 
Dear Mr. Akopyan, 
 
We write to request information in connection with research that  
Human Rights Watch has carried out with regards to the United Nations 
Development Programme’s (UNDP) engagement in humanitarian and 
development activities in areas under the control of the government in the 
Syrian Arab Republic. This research is part of a broader report on the 
human rights implications of policies governing humanitarian aid, early 
recovery and reconstruction in government-held Syria, which we plan to 
publish in June 2019.  
 
In the interests of thorough and objective reporting, we would appreciate 
it if you could provide us with a reply by May 15th, 2019 so that we can 
reflect your views and comments in our forthcoming report. 
 
Human Rights Watch is an independent, nongovernmental organization 
that monitors and reports on human rights in ninety countries around  
the world. 
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Our research indicates that UNDP has issued tenders for the redevelopment of a 
community development center in Yabroud, where Human Rights Watch has documented 
the unlawful confiscation of commercial and residential buildings belonging to former 
residents affiliated with the opposition under Decree 63 of the Syrian Counterterrorism Law 
of 2012, in contravention of international human rights and humanitarian law. 
 
Our research also indicates that UNDP has issued tenders for the development of a 
cadastral building in al-Qussayr. Al-Qussayr was home to around 30,000 people before the 
conflict, and was re-taken by the Syrian government in 2013. Since then, reportedly 
hundreds of displaced persons from al-Qussayr have attempted to return, but the 
government has blocked them from returning, effectively stripping them of their property 
rights. Residents whom Human Rights Watch spoke to said the government did not provide 
a clear reason why the area was off-limits. 
 
In October 2017, in recognition of the difficult operating environment that Syria poses, the 
UN Department of Political Affairs and UNDP led in the development of parameters and 
principles that should apply for all UN actors operating in Syria. Among the principles, UN 
actors operating in Syria are required to work directly with communities and households 
regardless of zones of influence; carefully consider the human rights and protection 
implications, especially as to where and how assistance is provided; and must not assist 
parties who have allegedly committed war crimes or crimes against humanity. The 
principles state that UN assistance shall be determined consciously and explicitly without 
prejudice to the goals of accountability for serious human rights violations. 
 
Based on those considerations, we would appreciate receiving your responses to the 
following questions: 
 

1. Can you kindly confirm whether UNDP iis issuing tenders for a community 
development center in Yabroud and the cadastral building in al-Qussayr?  

2. Did UNDP do any due diligence to ascertain whether human rights violations were 
committed with regards to the areas where it intends to implement projects?  If so, 
can you please provide that assessment or provide details about it? 

3. Does UNDP conduct due diligence to determine the legal status of land it develops 
projects on? If so, what steps are undertaken?  

4. Does UNDP undertake due diligence to ascertain whether property it might use has 
been expropriated?  If so, can you provide details of that analysis? 
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5. In the case of expropriations, does UNDP establish contact with affected 
communities and dispossessed residents to ascertain whether they have been 
adequately compensated and provided with alternative housing? 

6. What criteria does UNDP use to determine which projects to undertake in 
government-held Syria and where? 

7. Does UNDP conduct in-person field assessments before implementing projects? 
Please provide relevant details. 

8. Does UNDP have full and regular access to areas where it is or intends to 
implement projects? To the extent that access is restricted, how does UNDP assess 
local needs and monitoring whether intended beneficiaries are benefitting from the 
project? 

9. Does UNDP conduct a conflict-sensitivity assessment before implementing 
projects? Please provide us with relevant details. 

10. What are the challenges that UNDP faces in implementing projects in government-
held Syria? Specifically, what does UNDP see as the main obstacles to 
implementing projects in government-held Syria in a manner that respects the 
rights of the beneficiary population? 

11. Who are UNDP’s main local partners in Syria? How does UNDP ensure that it does 
not partner with local actors or entities that are known to be or have been 
sanctioned for human rights violations and repression of civilian populations?  
 

In addition to responses to the above, we would welcome receiving any additional 
information you are able to provide regarding ensuring compliance with humanitarian and 
human rights principles in your operations in Syria. We would also welcome an opportunity 
to discuss these issues with you or other UNDP representatives. If you would like to 
arrange such a discussion, please contact my colleague Sara Kayyali at XXXXXXXXXXXX.  
 
Thank you for your kind assistance in this matter. 
 
 
Lama Fakih 
Deputy Director 
Middle East and North Africa 
Human Rights Watch 
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Appendix II: Letter to Human Rights Watch from the 

United Nations Development Programme   
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Appendix III: Letter to the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees from 

Human Rights Watch 

 

 
April 15, 2019 
 
Sajjad Malik 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees Syria Representative  
 
 
Dear Mr. Malik,  
 
We write to request information in connection with research that  
Human Rights Watch has carried out with regards to the office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)’s engagement 
in humanitarian and development activities in areas under the control of 
the government in the Syrian Arab Republic. This research is part of a 
broader report on the human rights implications of policies governing 
humanitarian aid, early recovery, and reconstruction in government-held 
Syria, which we plan to publish in June 2019. 
 
I am writing to seek your response to several questions, set out below.  
In the interests of thorough and objective reporting, we would appreciate 
it if you could provide us with a reply by May 15th, 2019 so that we can 
reflect your views and comments in our forthcoming report. 
 
Human Rights Watch is an independent, nongovernmental organization 
that monitors and reports on human rights in ninety countries around  
the world. 
 
Our research indicates that UNHCR is currently partnering with the 
Ministry of Interior, the Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) and Syria Trust to 
raise public awareness about civil documentation and registration.  
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We regard UNHCR’s 2018 objective to provide support to civil registration in government-
held Syria to “support national counterparts in addressing issues pertaining to civil 
registration/documentation, as well as Housing, Land, and Property (HLP) rights” as 
positive in that it recognizes the serious obstacles facing Syrians who have lost their civil 
documentation.  
 
However, the Ministry of Interior has been implicated in abuses against the Syrian 
population. It was directly involved in the repression of the civilian population in 2011-
2012 and has been sanctioned by the European Union on that basis. The Ministry of 
Interior, through its intelligence branches, has also blocked internally displaced people 
from returning to their areas of origin, and refused to provide refugees seeking return with 
security clearance to return and confiscated their civil documentation and other 
identification documents. 
 
Our research also indicates that UNHCR faced significant difficulties in early 2019, when 
Syrian authorities refused to allow UNHCR to distribute tents in al-Hol camp for internally 
displaced people because they disagreed in negotiations over the role SARC would play.  
 
In October 2017, in recognition of the difficult operating environment that Syria poses, the 
UN Department of Political Affairs and the United Nations Development Programme led in 
the development of parameters and principles that should apply for all UN actors 
operating in Syria. Among the principles, UN actors operating in Syria are required to work 
directly with communities and households regardless of zones of influence; 
carefully consider the human rights and protection implications, especially as to where 
and how assistance is provided; and must not assist parties who have allegedly 
committed war crimes or crimes against humanity. The principles state that UN assistance 
shall be determined consciously and explicitly without prejudice to the goals of 
accountability for serious human rights violations. 
 
Based on those considerations, we would appreciate receiving your responses to the 
following questions: 
 
Can you kindly confirm whether the incident with regards to the delay in distribution of 
tents in al-Hol occurred? Please confirm the cause of the delay. 
Can you kindly confirm that UNHCR is partnering with the Ministry of Interior to provide 
guidance and support with regards to civil documentation and housing, land and property 
rights? Is the partnership based on an MOU?  Can you provide a copy of any MOU and 
further details with regards to the nature of the partnership? 
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How does UNHCR ensure that  the technical and financial assistance it supports does not 
contribute to sectors or government agencies and or actors that have been sanctioned for 
or are known to be involved in human rights violations? Please provide relevant details. 
 
Were human rights abuses proliferate? Please provide relevant details. 
 
What criteria does UNHCR use to determine which projects to undertake in government-
held Syria?  
 
Does UNHCR establish contact with affected communities to ascertain whether they have 
been dispossessed of their civil documentation, or unlawfully prevented from accessing 
their property or areas of origin? 
 
Does UNHCR conduct in-person field assessments and conflict-sensitivity assessments 
before implementing projects? Please provide relevant details. 
 
Does UNHCR have full and regular access to areas where it does or intends to implement 
projects? Does it have full access to communities of internally displaced Syrians or 
returning refugees? To the extent that access is restricted, how does UNHCR assess local 
needs and monitoring whether intended beneficiaries are benefitting from the project? 
 
What are the challenges that UNHCR faces in implementing projects in government-held 
Syria? What difficulties does it face in operating with local partners? 
 
What type of protection programming does UNHCR undertake in government-held Syria? 
 
In addition to responses to the above, we would welcome receiving any additional 
information you are able to provide regarding ensuring compliance with humanitarian and 
human rights principles in your operations in Syria. We would also welcome an opportunity 
to discuss these issues with you or other UNHCR representatives. If you would like to 
arrange such a discussion, please contact my colleague Sara Kayyali at XXXXXXXXXXXX. 
 
Thank you for your kind assistance in this matter. 
 
Lama Fakih 
Deputy Director 
Middle East and North Africa 
Human Rights Watch  
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Appendix IV: Letter to Human Rights Watch from the 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner  

for Refugees 
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Appendix V: Letter to the Syrian Arab 

Red Crescent from Human Rights Watch 

 

 
Eng. Khaled Hboubati 
President of the Syrian Arab Red Crescent 
Damascus, Syria 
 
April 22, 2019 
 
 
Dear Mr. Hboubati, 
 
We write to request information in connection with research that  
Human Rights Watch has carried out with regards to the Syrian Arab Red 
Crescent’s (SARC) engagement in humanitarian and protection activities 
in areas under the control of the government in the Syrian Arab Republic. 
This research is part of a broader report on the human rights implications 
of policies governing humanitarian aid, early recovery, and 
reconstruction in government-held Syria, which we plan to publish in 
mid-2019. 
 
I am writing to seek your response to several questions, set out below.  
In the interests of thorough and objective reporting, we would appreciate 
it if you could provide us with a reply by May 22, 2019 so that we can 
reflect your views and comments in our forthcoming report. 
 
Human Rights Watch is an independent, nongovernmental organization 
that monitors and reports on violations of international human rights 
and humanitarian law by state and non-state actors in more than 90 
countries around the world. 
 
Our research indicates that SARC is partnering with several international 
organizations and United Nations agencies to provide aid to government-
held Syria. Our research also shows that the Syrian security services 
have interfered with SARC’s ability to provide humanitarian aid, 
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confiscating supplies and preventing access to certain areas in Syria. We have learned that 
certain apparent employees of SARC have cooperated with security branches to steal and 
resell humanitarian supplies.   
 
Following the above, we would appreciate receiving your responses to the following questions: 
 

• What are the challenges that SARC faces in implementing projects in government-
held Syria?  
 
• What criteria does SARC use to determine which projects to undertake in 
government-held Syria?  

 

• Can you kindly describe the protocols in place for SARC staff to engage with Syrian 
intelligence branches when conducting humanitarian operations? To what extent have 
intelligence branches interfered or undermined SARC’s work? Please provide examples 
if possible. To the extent that interference has occurred, how has SARC responded to 
safeguard operations?  
 
• Can you please clarify what steps SARC has taken to investigate and hold 
accountable employees who have stolen or misused humanitarian aid supplies? Could 
you provide us with the number of staff who have been disciplined and the 
corresponding punishments over the last year? 
 
• Can you confirm whether SARC has regular and unfettered access to all areas in 
government-held Syria? To the extent that access is restricted, how does SARC assess 
local needs and monitoring whether intended beneficiaries are benefitting from the 
project? 
 
• How many formal partnerships does SARC have with international organizations 
and UN agencies? What is SARC’s role in these partnerships? 
 
• How does  SARC ensure that  the technical and financial assistance it provides 
does not contribute to sectors or government agencies and or actors that have been 
sanctioned for or are known to be involved in human rights or international 
humanitarian law violations? Please provide relevant details. 
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In addition to responses to the above, we would welcome receiving any additional 
information you are able to provide regarding ensuring compliance with humanitarian and 
human rights principles in your operations in Syria. We would also welcome an opportunity 
to discuss these issues with you or other SARC representatives. If you would like to arrange 
such a discussion, please contact my colleague Sara Kayyali at XXXXXXXXXXXX. 
 
 

Thank you for your kind assistance in this matter. 
 
 
 

Lama Fakih 
 
Director, Beirut Office 
Deputy Director, Middle East and North Africa Division 
Human Rights Watch 
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Appendix VI: Letter to Human Rights Watch from the 

Syrian Arab Red Crescent  

 
 
May 13, 2019 
 
 
 
Dear Mrs. Fakih, 
 
 
With reference to the letter sent by HRW to SARC headquarters on 22nd of April informing 
about the research that HRW has carried out about SARC’s humanitarian activities in 
government-controlled areas, please see below our comments. At the same time, we ask 
for further clarification from HRW in regard to some issues we noticed based on your letter.  
 
The first remark is about HRW not engaging with us in the research process related to SARC 
from the beginning, which draws a question mark on the method and sources of 
information used and whether it’s first-hand data/information to draw conclusions 
concerning SARC.  
 
The second issue is in regard to the scope of the research related to SARC, which was 
limited to the government-controlled areas of your choice. This draws yet another question 
mark on the reasoning behind this limited representation, and why not to cover all Syria 
with the humanitarian response activities in both government-controlled areas and out of 
control areas since we have activities in both and ignoring those activities will present a 
partial unclear view on the humanitarian response in Syria. 
 
In answering to your various points, please see below.  
 
Since 2011, SARC scaled-up its operating capacity and humanitarian response at 
unprecedented speed and level to meet the growing humanitarian needs with the support 
from international humanitarian partners. SARC is the largest local first responder with 
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more than 9, 000 volunteers and 2300 staff actively responding to the humanitarian 
suffering, doing their best to fulfil the needs of the most vulnerable all over Syria. 
 
With the Fundamental Principles at its core, SARC worked in crosslines and being the last-
mile in the delivery of emergency aid and other services in government and out of 
government control areas. Unfortunately, this did not come without a price. Throughout the 
conflict, SARC faced severe institutional challenges and risks, most important 65 SARC 
volunteers and staff died in the line of duty during the past 8 years of the Syrian conflict. 
SARC’s facilities, clinics and hospitals were destroyed, ambulances hijacked and 
retendered useless and volunteers and staff were detained, kidnapped or disappeared in 
different parts in Syria.  
 
Our humanitarian response faces many challenges: guaranteeing safe and unhindered 
access to the affected people, obtaining required approvals from the parties to the 
conflict, coordinating the efforts between multiple humanitarian agencies to reach the 
desired efficient response to the needs, reporting on the activities to the partners and the 
donors, mobilizing resources to fulfil the vast needs all over Syria, and external 
misconceptions about SARC and politicisation of humanitarian action. 
 
Our response and projects in Syria are driven by humanitarian needs only, based on 
needs-assessment carried on by SARC volunteers in sub-branches and branches all over 
Syria involving the communities using the humanitarian needs-assessments agreed upon 
with our partners, International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, UN agencies and 
INGOs. Based on first hand data and information collected directly from the field. SARC 
designs the interventions coordinating and in agreement with the funding partners. 
Mechanisms of implementation are agreed upon; reporting, monitoring and evaluation are 
set to have a complete project cycle that satisfies the back donors and partners. 
 
SARC staff and volunteers should not have any engagement with any party to the conflict in 
a way that jeopardizes or breaches our Fundamental Principles - especially neutrality, 
impartiality and independency, the Code of Conduct which is signed by all volunteers and 
staff of our organization because that has a direct impact on the safety and security of our 
volunteers and staff, and it hinders our ability to access and reach the affected people, 
which is our priority.  
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Any suspicion of breach of the Fundamental Principles or the Code of Conduct is dealt with 
very seriously and an internal investigation is launched. Lack of compliance results in an 
immediate dismissal of the staff/volunteer. During the years of the crisis, SARC has dealt 
with few cases of breaches, where after undergoing investigations, staff members were 
fired, and volunteers were dismissed.  
 
When the Fundamental Principles are in danger of being compromised by interference, 
SARC might suspend the activities until the necessary guarantees are granted, which was 
applied in the past. Should there be a suspicion of possible intrusion, the case is elevated 
to SARC headquarters and to the pertinent authorities at central and local levels as 
required. The possibility of suspending the activities is communicated, depending on the 
case, until the necessary guarantees are given. 
 
We cannot stress enough that SARC continues to do its upmost to ensure that the services 
and relief reach only the targeted vulnerable population, and we continue our efforts to 
ensure strict adherence to the principles that govern our humanitarian aid and action.  
 
With the hostile activities scaling down in some areas, SARC has increased sustained 
access to these areas, whether it is in government controlled or out of control areas. 
Through its network of branches and sub-branches, SARC has been conducting detailed 
needs assessment in cooperation with UN agencies such as WFP, UNHCR and others to 
retarget beneficiaries and update current projects and activities based on the evolving 
situation in these areas. 
 
SARC has MOUs with 13 INGOs working from Damascus,  and works in partnership with 
almost all UN agencies and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
partners (ICRC, IFRC and Red Cross National Societies who have delegates working 
integrated with SARC headquarters such as Canadian, Finish, German, Danish, Norwegian, 
Swiss and British National Societies. The cooperation modality is different with each 
partner based on the MOU or project agreement. For example, the MOU with INGOs is only 
for coordination and cooperation, the agreement with the UN agencies covers 
implementation, distribution and reporting which leaves the monitoring to be done by the 
partners or by third party monitors contracted by the partners and facilitated by SARC. 
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SARC enjoys direct access to beneficiaries, our volunteers are the last mile for service 
provisioning. SARC does not contract any third party for service delivery nor delivers aid 
through a third party, ensuring as such that the intended aid or service does in fact reach 
the people in need directly guaranteeing to the degree possible no aid diversion occurs 
and no party to the conflict has influence or gain from SARC humanitarian action in line 
with the Fundamental Principles. The beneficiary selection is conducted by SARC staff and 
volunteers based on agreed upon vulnerability criteria between SARC and the partners 
then beneficiaries are registered to receive relief items.  
 
We look forward to seeing a balanced and just coverage of SARC humanitarian activities 
during this crisis in your report to help shed more light on the suffering of the people in 
need all around Syria so more support can be mobilized and provided. 
 
 
Regards 
 
Eng. Khaled Hboubati 
President, Syrian Arab Red Crescent 
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Appendix VII: Letter to the United Nations 

Habitat from Human Rights Watch  

 

May 21, 2019 
 
Chamith Fernando 
Syria Country Director  
United Nations Habitat (UN-HABITAT) 
 
 
 
Dear Mr. Fernando, 
 
We write to request information in connection with research that Human 
Rights Watch has carried out with regards to the United Nations Habitat 
(UN-HABITAT) engagement in humanitarian and development activities in 
areas under the control of the government in the Syrian Arab Republic. This 
research is part of a broader report on the human rights implications of 
policies governing humanitarian aid, early recovery, and reconstruction in 
government-held Syria, which we plan to publish in June 2019.  
 
In the interests of thorough and objective reporting, we would appreciate it 
if you could provide us with a reply by June 5, 2019 so that we can reflect 
your views and comments in our forthcoming report. 
 
Human Rights Watch is an independent nongovernmental organization 
that monitors and reports on human rights in ninety countries around the 
world. 
 
 
Our research also indicates that UN-HABITAT has issued tenders for the 
development of a cadastral building in al-Qussayr through the UN 
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Development Programme (UNDP). Al-Qussayr was home to around 30,000 people before 
the conflict, and was retaken by the Syrian government in 2013. Since then, reportedly 
hundreds of displaced persons from al-Qussayr have attempted to return, but the 
government has blocked them from returning, effectively stripping them of their property 
rights. Residents whom Human Rights Watch spoke to said the government did not provide 
a clear reason why the area was off-limits. 
 
In October 2017, in recognition of the difficult operating environment that Syria poses, the 
UN Department of Political Affairs and UNDP led in the development of parameters and 
principles that should apply for all UN actors operating in Syria. Among the principles, UN 
actors operating in Syria are required to work directly with communities and households 
regardless of zones of influence; carefully consider the human rights and protection 
implications, especially as to where and how assistance is provided; and must not assist 
parties who have allegedly committed war crimes or crimes against humanity. The 
principles state that UN assistance shall be determined consciously and explicitly without 
prejudice to the goals of accountability for serious human rights violations. 
 
Based on those considerations, we would appreciate receiving your responses to the 
following questions: 
 

1. Can you kindly confirm whether UN-HABITAT  is issuing tenders for the cadastral 
building in al-Qussayr?  

2. Did UN-HABITAT do any due diligence to ascertain whether human rights violations 
were committed with regards to the areas where it intends to implement projects?  
If so, can you please provide that assessment or provide details about it? 

3. Does  UN-HABITAT conduct due diligence to determine the legal status of land it 
develops projects on? If so, what steps are undertaken?  

4. Does UN-HABITAT undertake due diligence to ascertain whether property it might 
use has been expropriated?  If so, can you provide details of that analysis? 

5. In the case of expropriations, does UN-HABITAT establish contact with affected 
communities and dispossessed residents to ascertain whether they have been 
adequately compensated and provided with alternative housing? 

6. What criteria does UN-HABITAT use to determine which projects to undertake in 
government-held Syria and where? 
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7. Does UN-HABITAT conduct in-person field assessments before implementing 
projects? Please provide relevant details. 

8. Does UN-HABITAT have full and regular access to areas where it is or intends to 
implement projects? To the extent that access is restricted, how does UN-HABITAT 
assess local needs and monitor whether intended beneficiaries are benefitting 
from the project? 

9. Does UN-HABITAT conduct a conflict-sensitivity assessment before implementing 
projects? Please provide us with relevant details. 

10. What are the challenges that UN-HABITAT faces in implementing projects in 
government-held Syria? Specifically, what does UN-HABITAT see as the main 
obstacles to implementing projects in government-held Syria in a manner that 
respects the rights of the beneficiary population? 

11. Who are UN-HABITAT’s main local partners in Syria? How does UN-HABITAT ensure 
that it does not partner with local actors or entities that are known to be or have 
been sanctioned for human rights violations and repression of civilian 
populations?  
 

In addition to responses to the above, we would welcome receiving any additional 
information you are able to provide regarding ensuring compliance with humanitarian and 
human rights principles in your operations in Syria. We would also welcome an opportunity 
to discuss these issues with you or other UN-HABITAT representatives. If you would like to 
arrange such a discussion, please contact my colleague Sara Kayyali at XXXXXXXXXXXX. 
 
 
Thank you for your kind assistance in this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Lama Fakih 
 
Acting Director 
Middle East and North Africa 
Human Rights Watch 
 


