(Arabic below)

To

Secretary-General of the United Nations, Mr. Antonio Guterres,

United Nations Resident Coordinator in Syria, Mr. Imran Reza,

Regional Humanitarian Coordinator for Syria, Mr. Muhannad Hadi,

A letter from a group of Syrian NGOs on the UN strategic framework in Syria

The new Strategic Framework Document provokes many reservations among Syrian civil society
organizations, including concerns about adopting the Syrian government's rhetoric , and ignores
many other documents and reports issued by other UN agencies on Syria such as the
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic (COI) and the
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees UNHCR, as well as hundreds of
reports issued by international NGOs and Syrian civil society organizations.

Our main reservations are the following:

1-

The document repeatedly mentions the cooperation of the Syrian Government with
United Nations agencies. It also emphasizes on page 14 the support of the technical
capacities necessary to provide sustainable, equal, non-exclusive, and rapid access to
basic services "for all Syrians". However, the document also mentions the "Syria Plan
2030 issued by the Syrian Government," in total disregard of all the obstacles that the
Syrian Government has placed in the way of aid reaching the affected areas outside its
control since the beginning of the humanitarian response in Syria more than ten years
ago. The government of Syria does not accept the “Parameters and Principles of UN
Assistance in Syria” as mentioned in footnote 24, and even though the strategic framework
refers to cooperation.

On page 4, the document states: "Since 2018, with a relative increase of security and
stability in over two-thirds of the territories of the Syrian Arab Republic, the Syrian
government has worked to restore access to services in response to the basic living
necessities, in coordination with inter-national, local and national organizations.” Here,
the paper directly contradicts numerous reports and statements issued by agencies and
United Nations committees, foremost of which is the report of the Commission of Inquiry
COl issued in September 2021. This report highlights a much bleaker situation, including
exacerbated suffering by numerous causes, most of which are the Syrian Government's
violations and arbitrary arrests, the continuous torture, the collapse of the economy and
the worsening water crisis, the erosion of the health system and its inability to confront the
spread of the coronavirus virus, the continuing violence in many regions of the country,
and the blockade of tens of thousands of the south of the country. The report states that
this reality is worsened by the absence of any efforts to unify or reconcile, and is even
concomitant with a fourth presidential term. Moreover, this sentence ignores the legal



responsibility of the Syrian government to the country in its entirety, not just two-thirds of
it. The Syrian Government disregards the remainder of the land, which lives in constant
fear of another outbreak of violence.

3- The Strategic Framework Document 2022-2024, on page 10, affirms the principle of
national ownership. Restricting national ownership to the state-owned response by
the UN is extremely dangerous in Syria. It would necessitate accepting the marginalization
of parts of Syria and punishing a large proportion of the Syrian people outside the areas
"controlled by the Syrian government”, and contributing fundamentally negatively to the
prolongation of the conflict and the exacerbation of the structural, administrative, economic
and social distancing between the various areas of control in Syria. All of this would prove
a barrier to sustainable peace in Syria in the near term.

It is also in stark contrast with the UNDP Policy on Early Recovery issued by the Bureau
for Crisis Prevention and Recovery in February 2008, which states in its National
Ownership Statement (at page 11) that “National ownership is not synonymous with
government ownership; many other state and non-state actors are important to
sustainability. This is a particularly important distinction when government institutions may
have been weakened in conflict situations.™

The absence of this important part of the definition is evident in this strategic framework
document when the priorities of the UN plan are defined and built on the specifics and
priorities of the government's Syria Plan 2030 (as the Strategic Framework states). It
wholly overlooks the fact that the Syrian government is a stoking party to the conflict.

4- The Strategic Framework Document calls for early recovery efforts based on the
aggravation of needs but neglects the United Nations Sustainable Development Group’s
definition of early recovery. It defines it as the development of humanitarian response
processes in anticipation of recovery after the end of the crisis that caused humanitarian
intervention in the country concerned, which means, in addition to the return of basic
services, governance and security, the rule of law, and the integration of the displaced
population. While Syria is in a state of frozen conflict, the party responsible for most of the
violations, the Syrian Government, continues to control large areas of the country without
any accountability or political solution.

5- The sixth page of the Strategic Framework Document refers to Syria's ratification of most
human rights conventions: “As a final reference to the context, Syria has ratified most
international human rights instruments, including the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which
alongside the recommendations emanating from the human right mechanisms constitute
the basis for the UN human rights-based approach to programming in the country.”
These agreements did not prevent the Syrian government from committing violations on
a widespread, systematic basis over the decades of the Syrian regime's control of the
government. These ubiquitous atrocities were especially amplified in the last decade,
which witnessed a great escalation in the violations of arbitrary arrests, deaths under
torture, and the bombardment of civilians and humanitarian facilities. This decade also
witnessed the signing of the Chemical Weapons Convention by the Syrian government in
September 2013, and the return of dozens of reports to international bodies such as the

Ihttps://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A638DC99C778DD18C12575F3003F55B0-
undp aug2008.pdf



https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A638DC99C778DD18C12575F3003F55B0-undp_aug2008.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A638DC99C778DD18C12575F3003F55B0-undp_aug2008.pdf

Joint Investigation Mechanism (JIM), the Investigation and ldentification Team IIT of
OPCW, and the United Nations Commission of Inquiry in Syria COI, laying the
responsibility on the Syrian government forces for the use of chemical weapons
repeatedly, which confirms that the signing of any agreements cannot be a measure of
commitment to them. The document's reference to Syria's signing of human rights
conventions does not overlook widespread violations by the Syrian government and
others, but also the impact of arbitrary detentions by the Syrian government on social
cohesion through enforced disappearances and the lack of information about detainees
being made available to their families."

6- The document contains language that encourages the return of refugees in a manner

that is clearly contrary to the resolution of the Human Rights Council at its forty-eighth
session on the situation of human rights in Syria, which clearly states in Article 13 that
Syria does not constitute a safe environment for the sustainable and dignified return of
displaced persons and Syrian refugees.? The 2022-2024 Strategic Framework Document
discussed several steps related to facilitating their return, stating on page 24, "Support
relevant institutions’ capacities to ensure the provision of legal and administrative services
aimed at facilitating the reintegration of IDP and refugee returnees and at enabling them
to easily access those services in order to exercise their rights according to national law,
including information related to their properties and documentation.” The document here
clearly ignores the systematic practices of the Syrian government in creating a legal
environment® to control the properties of displaced people, political opponents, and
prisoners of conscience.
The document also uses multiple files on returns, using the 2021 Humanitarian Needs
Overview (HNO.) 1.92 million, which lists the number of returnees and returnees between
2018 and 2020 that occurred in areas outside the control of the Syrian government after
attacks by Syrian government forces in Idlib in 2019 ended as a result of massive
displacement towards border areas, in total disregard of the fact that safety, security, and
stability are the main factors preventing displaced people from returning.

7- The monitoring and evaluation process in the strategic framework document 2022-
2024 is limited to financial, project implementation and plan delivery control without any
monitoring of the extent to which the plan's preparation and implementation are committed
to a human rights-conscious approach, including human rights compliance for
procurement processes, taking into account the sensitivity of the conflict and the principle
of “Do no harm”. The principle of accountability (para. 5.2.3, pp. 31-32) is limited to tracking
the implementation of plans. The document contains almost no mention of accountability
toward affected communities.

8- No post-implementation review of the previous Strategic Framework was undertaken
to monitor the extent to which the previous Framework adheres to the standards and
principles to which United Nations agencies commit themselves. This is despite the fact
that a full year passed between the scope of the previous framework and the latest version
within which such an audit could have taken place. The document simply referred to some
of the lessons learned from a phased review process in 2017 (more than four years before
the new strategic framework was issued, a very long time period within the rapidly and
intensely shifting Syrian context) that warrants the interrogation of the validity and
application of these lessons. It should also be noted that it is unclear how this review was

2 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G21/266/97/PDF/G2126697.pdf?OpenElement
3 https://tda-sy.org//2021/04/15/the-state-of-housing-property-and-land-rights-in-syria/
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conducted (there is a reference on page 9 of the "Responders" document that appears to
have been involved in the 2017 review process without specifying who and how they were
involved) and that at least part of it appear to have referred to the need to "promote a
conflict-sensitive approach" (page 9). All of this reinforces the impression that the topics
of transparency, accountability to beneficiaries, monitoring of adherence to the principles
of human rights, and the fact that humanitarian assistance does not contribute to fueling
conflict or to causing immediate or future direct and indirect harm are totally absent from
this document.

The 2022 Strategic Framework document states that the assessment of achievements will
be made by the Syria Planning and International Cooperation Commission (PICC) and the
United Nations Country Team in Syria (UNCT), in absolute contradiction to the principles
of governance, with a third party not involved to evaluate and review.

The undersigned organizations demand

- The UN Secretary-General to use all necessary powers to cancel this document and to
conduct a broad review of the previous document and the Syrian government's
commitment to it in accordance with the principles of transparency, accountability, and
non-contribution of humanitarian aid to fuel the conflict and cause harm.

- Consult regularly with all components of Syrian civil society to ensure that any frameworks
for UN agencies and all organizations working with the Syrian government do not conflict
with UN Human Rights Council resolutions on Syria, and in particular UNSC Resolution
2254 and that any frameworks governing UN agencies' working mechanisms will include
clear accountability mechanisms to affected communities."

- Conduct a comprehensive review of the working mechanisms of the UN team in Syria to
ensure transparent oversight mechanisms and adopted assessments.

Signatories:

Networks:

Syrian NGO Alliance

Shaml CSOs coalition

Syrisk-Svenska Demokratiférbundet (SSDF)
The Syrian Network in Denmark

Union of German-Syrian Associations

Individual Organizations:

ATAA Humanitarian Relief Association
Dozana

Finjan

Hand in Hand for Aid & Development - HIHFAD



Horan Foundation

Hurras Network

Ihsan Relief and Development

Kesh Malek

LACU Local Administration Councils Unit

Local Development and Small-Projects Support (LDSPS)
Muzun for Humanitarian and Development

Orange

Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression SCM
SEMA Organization

Shafak

Social development international - SDI

Space of hope organization

Space Of Peace

Syria Solidarity Campaign

Syrian Welsh Society

Syrian women's platform

The Day After

The Syria Campaign

The Syrian legal Development Programme

UOSSM Union of medical care and relief organizations
Violet Organization

Watan

Women and Child Protection Network in Kafr Takharim

Women Now for Development
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