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BACKGROUND 

This document is based on interviews with 63 IDPs (32 women, 31 men), refugees and returnees. These 
interviews were conducted with aim of better understanding the views and voices of displaced Syrians and 
Palestine Refugees from Syria (PRS) regarding their prospects and intentions for the future, the factors that 
affect their decision-making related to durable solutions, the barriers they face, and the steps required to 
support an eventual end to displacement – both inside Syria and elsewhere. The study was designed and 
carried out during April and May 2020 by a number of Syrian and international NGOs. A total of 12 
organisations conducted interviews as part of this process. 

METHODOLOGY AND LIMITATIONS 

The research methodology chosen was a qualitative one, with the aim of offering space for respondents to 
openly describe their past and current experiences of displacement, and their intentions for the future. 
While recognising the inherent challenges in using this methodology, it was still felt to be the most 
appropriate for the purpose of this exercise. The questionnaire was jointly designed by a number of 
participating agencies, and a series webinars were then held with participating organizations to provide 
guidance on using the questionnaire, and describe the minimum quality standards that all participating 
organisations were expected to follow to ensure safety of respondents and interviewers, appropriate data 
protection, and good quality of transcripts.   

A purposive sample was drawn, taking into account geographical variations as well as population profiles. 
Certain profiles were identified as being of specific interest due to their under-representation in materials 
identified through the desk review, such as IDPs, persons with disabilities and Palestine Refugees from Syria 
(PRS). In total, 63 individuals were interviewed, across different areas of Syria and refugee-hosting countries 
neighbouring Syria as well as in Europe and the US. Interview transcripts, in English, were then analysed on 
the basis of findings per answer, while looking at trends by gender, age, displacement status as well as area 
of origin and area of displacement. The collaborative nature of the exercise allowed for a very wide and 
comprehensive geographical coverage and made it possible for the study to cover specific population 
groups, such as persons with disabilities. Nonetheless a few limitations were identified in the study, namely 
the limited number of PRS interviewed, some variations in the age of interviewees compared to the sample 
initially designed, and some variations in the level of detail included across transcripts of interviews.  

1. RESPONDENTS’ PROFILES AND DISPLACEMENT HISTORY 
Characteristics of respondents interviewed are presented in the table below: 

Individual variables Syria Refugee hosting countries 
Gender Age Displ. 

Status 
PRS PWD NWS NES South Central Lebanon Jordan Turkey Other* 

Female 18-25 2 non 
displaced,  
15 IDPs,  
34 refugees, 
12 
returnees 

4 23 1   1 1 2 1 1   
  26-50 3 3 2 1 4 2 2 3 
  over 

50 
  1   1 1 1 1   

Male 18-25 1 1 1   1 1 1 2 
  26-50 4 2 2 4 2 1 3 2 
  over 

50 
        1 2     

  9 7 6 7 11 8 8 7 

* Other includes interviewees residing in Sweden, Germany, Greece and USA. 

 



The vast majority of respondents were living with their immediate families, often with at least one young 
child (less than 5 years old). There were a few exceptions to this, such as a grandmother who is taking care 
of her granddaughters (11 and 7) and grandson (4) due to their mother remarrying, and their father’s 
inability to enter Lebanon. Several households reported having elderly members while 37% reported a 
member of their families living with a disability, impairment or injury. Although the majority of respondents 
reported living together with their families, some families remain apart for a number of reasons, including 
inability to travel/join their family members, marriage, pursuing education opportunities or simply being in 
different countries.   

Displacement history 

More than half (52%) of all who responded (n=60) reported that their first displacement was in 2011 (8%), 
2012 (18%) or 2013 (27%), while (3%) were displaced between 2014 and 2016, and 15% from 2017 
onwards.  Ninety-four percent of refugees reported that their first displacement was between 2011 and 
2016, with many going directly across borders to Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. Some families moved further 
into Europe and the U.S through formal and informal routes. Most IDPs (57%) fled from 2015 onwards, 
including some in 2020 due to the most recent military offensive in northwest Syria. All returnee 
respondents returned from 2017 onwards, the majority (75%) in 2018. 

Sixty-five percent of refugees arrived in their current destination between 2011 and 2015, while all but one 
IDP arrived in their current area from 2015 onwards. Almost all of those displaced had to make one or more 
stop before settling in their current location, with some hosted by their relatives and friends until they 
could settle on their own. The main drivers of these movements were the security situation, in particular 
conflict activity, and the search for better work opportunities and more sustainable livelihoods.  Almost half 
(47%) of the respondents have been in their current location from 2017 onwards. Half of the refugees 
interviewed have moved at least twice, compared to 79% of IDPs.  Many refugees had to make several trips 
before finding a place to settle in their hosting countries, particularly in Jordan as many had to leave the 
camp.  

2. IDPS AND REFUGEES: PERCEPTIONS ON CURRENT LIVING CONDITIONS, FUTURE 
PLANS AND BARRIERS TO DURABLE SOLUTIONS 

Perceptions on current living conditions 

Respondent’s feelings of contentment are directly related to the extent that they can meet their families’ 
needs and their proximity to the conflict. Refugees often expressed concerns over their children’s futures, 
and their own ability to make ends meet. IDPs cited economic hardship and fears that the security situation 
will deteriorate as their major concerns.  

The situation of refugees is similar to that of IDPs, with many refugees reporting discrimination and almost 
all facing issues related to lack of access to work, preventing them from meeting their basic needs, such as 
being able to pay rent. One female refugee described their situation as “unpleasant and exhausting”.  
Respondents who could manage to meet their basic needs and find work were among the minority.  



Refugees frequently highlighted the high cost of living, often forcing multiple family members to work in 
order to barely meet basic needs, and sometimes relying on remittances from relatives. Refugees who are 
staying informally face even greater challenges to meet their basic needs and access services, such as 
healthcare, and greater difficulties in finding job opportunities. Restrictions on employment, either due to 

the type of jobs/sectors open (Jordan), inability to find jobs 
outside of their registered areas of origin (Turkey), or lack of 
registration altogether (Turkey/Lebanon), all contribute to 
increased difficulties in meeting basic needs. Refugee 
respondents also often expressed concern about their ability 
to stay in the host country, particularly when they are 
undocumented.  

Rent was many people’s main priority when it comes to 
expenditure, with some experiencing evictions in the past, or 

the confiscation of documents by landlords due to rent debts incurred. Some people reported increased 
costs of accessing health services; those who are unable afford it resort to pharmacies for treatment.   

IDPs reported living in safety away from the conflict as a 
critical priority, even if it means living in less favourable 
or congested places where jobs are scarce. This was 
illustrated by an IDP in northwest Syria who stated that 
the “safety and temporary stability” is more important 
than “the lack of work and income” in their place of 
displacement. A number of IDP respondents highlighted 
that even when finding a job, income is often insufficient to meet basic needs given the high cost of living, 
particularly in light of the SYP depreciation.  

Almost all of those living in European countries expressed a wish to move to English speaking countries, 
citing language (German and Swedish) as a key barrier to accessing better livelihoods, as well as a 
contributing factor to their inability to integrate.  

  

“The necessities of living and shelter in this city 
are available of course, but you need to have the 
financial means to afford them, we cannot do 
that with my husband currently unemployed.”        
-female refugee in Turkey 
 

“medical services are a priority for me 
here, but the treatment varies according 
to the type of residence; the doctors and 
hospitals fees here are very expensive, if I 
need surgery, this will be very stressful for 
me, it will involve burdens I can't tolerate.” 
-male refugee in Turkey 



Future plans  

“Now I am 50 years old, what kind of plans can I make for the next 5 or 10 years?! The moment a person 
leaves the borders of Syria, they will find life with dignity and be protected by civilian law. So if I have an 
opportunity to leave Syria I will. Or if peace returns to my hometown I will go back there.” (Male IDP in 
northeast Syria) 

A total of 53 respondents (15 IDPs, 24 refugees and 4 returnees) provided answers to the questions 
regarding their future plans, although not always to all the questions. The preferences of IDPs and refugees 
are presented below: 

 

REFUGEES' PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
a) Determined to get back to Syria as soon as possible, even if it
means taking some risks

b) Would like to go back to Syria if the conditions were better

c) Would prefer to stay where I am, if conditions were better or
if we were allowed to stay for the long-term

d) Would prefer to stay where I am as things are fine now

e) Would like to go to another country even if it means taking
some risks

f) Like the idea of moving to another country, but not if this
means taking risks and only if some conditions were met

SELECTED QUOTES FROM IDPS AND REFUGEES ON THEIR CURRENT LIVING CONDITIONS 

“Living in this location, I cannot move freely outside my area for I do not have papers, and this is my ultimate 
concern when it comes to safety issues.” -male refugee in Lebanon 
 
“There is only one pharmacy here and if it's closed we won't get the treatment especially if the children suddenly 
fall ill,  also  we  faced  the  problem  in  a  public  health-center, sometimes we don't get the necessary treatment.” 
-female refugee in Jordan 
 
“I am not very satisfied with my life here. We have no rights.”- male refugee in Turkey 
 
“The most important reasons for my concern is the deterioration of the security situation and the lack of job 
opportunities which cause catastrophic pressure” – female IDP in northwest Syria 
 
“Mine and my family’s main concerns are the external threats on the area, the instability. I am always anxious 
and afraid to face another attack on the area and be obliged to leave again, especially with my disability” – male 
IDP in northeast Syria 
 
“The problem is the psychological pain that we have, for instance I actually try not to talk about our hometown 
with my mother. She cannot stop crying when we mention our village, we left all our memories behind”. –male 
IDP in northwest Syria 
 



1 

When looking at differences in responses based on gender, rather than displacement status, the 
distribution of answers was quite similar among men and women, with the only exception of there being 
more female respondents preferring the option of staying in their current location, while men were more 
inclined towards the options of relocating within Syria (for IDPs) or abroad.  

 

                                                             
1 In total 34 refugees answered this question, but a total of 43 responses are represented in the chart, as 9 respondents gave 2 
answers in no order of preference. Of the 9 additional answers, 7 were alternatives to option b. With 4 people answering b and d, 
3 choosing b and e, and other individuals responding b and c, b and f, c and f. Similarly, 15 IDPs answered this question and in 3 
cases they provided double answers, hence a total of 18 responses are presented in the chart about IDPs’ future plans. 

IDPS' PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
a) Determined to get back to my place of origin (for IDPs) / to
Syria (for refugees) as soon as possible, even if it means
taking some risks

b) Would like to go back to my place of origin (in Syria –
specify only for refugees) if the conditions were better

c) Would prefer to stay where I am, if conditions were better
or if we were allowed to stay for the long-term

d) Would prefer to stay where I am as things are fine now

e) Would like to go to another country/(for IDPs) Would like
to move to another place inside Syria even if it means taking
some risks

f) (for refugees or IDPs) Like the idea of moving to another
country/(for IDPs) Like the idea of moving to another place
inside Syria, but not if this means taking risks and only if
some conditions were met

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

a) Determined to get back to my place of
origin (for IDPs) / to Syria (for refugees) as…

b) Would like to go back to my place of origin 
(in Syria – specify only for refugees) if the …

c) Would prefer to stay where I am, if
conditions were better or if we were…

d) Would prefer to stay where I am as things
are fine now

e) Would like to go to another country/(for
IDPs) Would like to move to another place…

f) (for refugees or IDPs) Like the idea of
moving to another country/(for IDPs) Like…

PLANS FOR THE FUTURE BY GENDER

Male respondents

Female respondents



When asked whether they had a clear preference for their future or if they were unsure about their 
preferred future plans, the majority of respondents reported having a clear preference. About a third of 
respondents reported being unsure or not having an immediate preference. Refugee respondents were 
more likely to say that they had a clear preference on what they would want to do. However, even among 
those who reported having a clear preference, their ability to pursue 
this preference was conditional on other things happening- for those 
intending to return, the end of the conflict and a change of 
government were cited as critical factors. As a clear consequence of 
the need for specific conditions to be met or change to happen, there 
was a clear discrepancy between the preferred options of 
respondents and what is currently feasible.  

The main factors that influenced people’s preferred options fell into three main categories: 1) perceived 
cultural proximity and sense of belonging, 2) safety, and 3) the availability of opportunities for children and 
for younger adult respondents to access education.  

The analysis of interviews found that future plans for the next 5-10 years varied quite significantly between 
refugees and IDPs. Among refugees there was almost the same level of preference for return as there was 
for moving abroad, and slightly over a quarter of refugee respondents indicated an intention to stay where 

they currently live. IDPs, on the other hand, overwhelmingly 
indicated return as their preferred option in the long term. 
This thinking might be influenced by considerations about the 
viability of leaving the country at present, as a few 
respondents showed a high level of awareness about the 
challenges of moving to Europe or other Western countries 
and the border restrictions.  

The respondents who indicated a plan to return and those who indicated a preference to move abroad 
(who were primarily refugees) explained how these choices would only be possible if specific conditions 
were to be met. In the case of return, these 
conditions were typically related to the need for the 
conflict to end, for there to be the likelihood of safety 
once they returned, and, for the vast majority of 
respondents, the need to see a change of 
government or a political change. Respondents 
intending to go abroad, on the other hand, 
immediately recognised this option as not possible 
due to the restrictions in travel to their intended countries of destination – primarily countries in Europe 
and Canada.  

As a result, despite the vast majority of respondents indicating a preference to return, almost no one 
considered these to be realistic and available options for them in the next 5 to 10 years. Therefore, the only 
option they considered available was to stay where they were; this was the case for both refugees and for 
IDPs. While even this option did present some challenges and concerns, particularly among refugees as 
they require the legal ability and political will of the state to remain in the country, it was still referred to 

as the only viable option at present and for the foreseeable 
future. This point is well illustrated by the statement of a 20 
year-old male refugee in Jordan: “I don't have any desire to 
return to Syria under the current  circumstances  due  to  the  
security  concerns  because  I am required  for  milit ary service. 

“The guarantees I need go back to 
my hometown is to have 
international agreements that 
guarantee the safety of the 
people and the area as well” 
-male IDP in northeast Syria 
 

“I do hope I can return to my original city 
where I was born and where my relatives, 
friends and good memories have always 
been. But, of course, not before the war is 
over and a new life starts.”  
-male IDP in northeast Syria 

“At this stage, my first choice is to return to Syria if 
the situation changes, the current regime changes 
and stability returns to the country, because Syria is 
my country, my house and my family are there.”           
-male refugee in Jordan 

“The war needs to end, and the 
government has to pardon all those who 
have fled the country.”  
-Female refugee in Lebanon 



I can return to Syria if the security conditions improve, that is with the change of the current regime. But, at 
present, I prefer to stay here in Jordan, if our conditions improve here and we are allowed to stay here for a 
longer period, because we adapted to life here. Even if the conditions remain as they are now, I don't have 
any other choice at the present time. Otherwise […] I think of traveling to another country such as Canada 
or any other European country, but after obtaining a university degree. Traveling to Europe or Canada is the 
best choice for me, […] if the situation in Syria continues as it is, and provided that this does not include any 
risk to my life or my family's.”  

Respondents who were unable to give a clear answer on their 
future plans (particularly IDPs) frequently highlighted that this 
was because they cannot tell what will happen in the future 
with regard to the situation in their place of displacement, 
their place of origin or the place they would like to go to. This 
uncertainty makes it impossible to make decisions on their future. Even for areas that seem more stable 
now, a few respondents mentioned concerns about the possibility that the situation might change. This 
point was illustrated by a female IDP respondent in northwest Syria displaced from Aleppo: “in the event 
the situation gets worse, the regime's attacks on the areas outside its control and the shrinking of these 
areas will force us to leave Syria…the last attack on the western countryside of Aleppo made me think to 
leave the country.”  

This quote from a 38 year-old female refugee in Jordan illustrates the challenges of planning for the future 
and how, for many, returning to Syria is not considered a viable option even in the future: “We will never 
return to Syria, this is not an option for us: we will not improve the lives of our children and there we can do 
nothing for them, also it will be insecure. I said that we  are  waiting  for  immigration,  it  will  be  wonderful  
if  the conditions  are  in  the  right  way  that  we  travel. But in the worst case scenario, we’ll live here. This 
is not bad for us: for me, Jordan is safer than any country […] and Jordanians mostly have the same traditions 
and values and this more than good… but the main issue here is only jobs.”  

Barriers to achieving future plans  

“The best  place  for  me  is  the  one  that  provides  me  and  my family with  safety and provides me with 
job opportunities whatever this place is.” – Male 20-something refugee in Jordan 

The vast majority of IDP and refugee respondents did not consider their preferred options to be realistic 
right now, whether that preference is to return, or to move elsewhere/abroad. Return was largely 
considered impossible by respondents until there is a change in government in Syria, guarantees of security 
for those returning, and an end to military conscription. Moving to Europe, a popular option for both 
refugees and a number of IDPs, is not considered realistic either, primarily due to border restrictions and 
challenges related to travel procedures, regulations or costs.  

Another reason that undermines the ability of people to pursue their preferred options, in the case of IDPs 
in Syria, is the current requirement for sponsorship and other authorisations to move back to areas of 
origin, particularly for those living in camps. This was mentioned particularly by several female respondents; 
the following response was given by a 35 year-old widow living in northeast Syria: “I prefer to stay in the 
camp right now until my daughter and I can return to Salah El-Dine in Aleppo, because that’s where I lived 
and grew up. This option is currently difficult because the GoS and Camp Administration do not organise 
return trips for Aleppo IDPs. People in the camp should be given the opportunity to return whenever they 
want without any conditions like finding sponsors; voluntary return should be open to everyone regardless 
of which governorate they were displaced from.”  

“Our entire future depends on political 
changes” 
- female IDP in northwest Syria 



For refugees hoping to return, the main changes required for them to do so can be categorized as follows: 
change in government, also referred to as ‘political transition’ or ‘system change’; safety and security upon 
return, which can be given by safety guarantees for those who fled; removing the mandatory conscription; 
and changes in authorities controlling certain areas.  

Most respondents were unable to estimate a timeframe within which they believed they would be able to 
return.  For respondents intending to move abroad the main change required was the availability of legal, 
safe and affordable routes to move, or the possibility of being considered for resettlement. Lastly, for the 
people intending to stay in their current location, primarily refugees and asylum seekers, the main changes 
identified to improve their current situation were ability to access legal documents and to remain legally in 
the country and ability to earn sufficient income to meet basic needs and lead a dignified life.   

Information requirements 

“I made the decision of coming here under pressure. The important factor to decide where to go is safety. 
There is not enough information on safety.” Male IDP in northwest Syria 

Respondents were asked about the information they required in order to pursue their preferred option. 
For those wanting to go abroad, the majority said they would need information about legal processes, the 
availability of scholarships or other travel permits/schemes, and the living conditions in Europe or other 
locations they intended to move to. It was also observed that a number of persons with disabilities, physical 
impairments and chronic health conditions identified their preferred option to be moving abroad (usually 
to Europe) to seek treatment. In a number of cases they did not see this as a long-term relocation, but 
rather a short-term stay to get treatment to improve their condition and be better able to live in Syria. As 
part of this choice they often identified the need for information about how to receive medical treatment 
in Europe and how to access possible support schemes, particularly in the case of IDPs. 

 

 

WHY IT IS DIFFICULT OR IMPOSSIBLE FOR IDPS AND REFUGEES TO MAKE PLANS FOR THE FUTURE? 

“Because we live in the unknown and head towards the unknown”- male IDP in northeast Syria 

“Return trips should be organised without the requirement for a sponsor, because it is difficult to achieve. The 
GoS should extend the military service amnesty to IDPs who were affected by the war; the GoS should also not 
treat everyone who lives in Al-Hol as a member of IS.” -female IDP in northeast Syria 

“Legal papers, livelihood and employment are the three main conditions, listed in priority, that will adjust my 
future vision and will.” -male refugee in Lebanon  

“Every now and then we get evicted as a reason of failing to pay the rent, that’s why it’s not clear yet where we 
might end up.” -female refugee in Lebanon 



3. RETURNEES: FACTORS THAT INFLUENCED RETURN, CURRENT LIVING 
CONDITIONS, AND HOPES FOR THE FUTURE 

“After feeling all of the negative aspects of displacement, the high costs, and the alienation one feels as a 
result, you realize that the best place to be is the house in which you were born” 

-male returnee in Rural Damascus 

A total of 12 returnees (6 female and 6 male) were interviewed: 2 from Raqqa, 1 from Homs, 6 from Rural 
Damascus and 3 from southern Syria (Dar’a and Naima). In terms of place of previous displacement, 8 of 
the respondents had been IDPs: 2 in the northeast, 2 in Rural Damascus, 1 in Homs, and 2 in southern Syria. 
The other 4 respondents were previously refugees: 3 in Lebanon and 1 in Turkey. 11 respondents reported 
that they had returned to their areas of origin, 7 to family houses that they previously lived in.     

The decision to return 

Returnee respondents highlighted a number of push and pull 
factors that led to their return. What is clear is that for most 
respondents there was not one single reason for return, but 
decision-making was based on weighing the hardships 
experienced in displacement against the situation in their place of origin, particularly with regards to 
security and service availability, as well as a longing and feeling of connectedness to home.  

The most frequently cited pull factors that led to the return of respondents were as follows: 

 Improved security in place of origin: Respondents from Raqqa, Rural Damascus and Dar’a all highlighted 
improvements in the security situation. One respondent from Raqqa stated that, “After our city had 
been liberated from IS, I did not feel that I was forced to do anything, we just wanted to return to our 
city”. Two respondents from Rural Damascus also highlighted that reconciliation agreements had been 
a key factor in their decision to return. 

 The desire to be back home, and be reunited with family: A prevailing theme across respondents was 
how returning to their home area helped to restore their dignity, through being able to live in the 
houses they had grown up in and be around a support network of family and neighbours. This point 
was well illustrated by a female returnee in Rural Damascus: “when you are not at your hometown you 
feel like a stranger always.”. Another returnee stated that “it is our country and we missed living near 
our family and brothers; I went back knowing we will have support we did not have in Lebanon”.  

The most frequently cited push factors that led to the return 
of respondents were as follows: 

 Economic challenges in place of displacement: One 
returnee in Rural Damascus stated that “In Lebanon, I had 
to pay electricity and water fees on a monthly basis; by 
going back I can save this expense”. Others highlighted 
problems in being able earn enough income to afford the 
price of rent in their place of displacement. 

 Negative attitudes toward refugees and IDPs: Several returnees, including those who had been 
refugees in Lebanon and those who were IDPs, reported unwelcoming attitudes among the host 
community. One IDP respondent reported returning “due to pressure from the people of the area I had 
been displaced to”. Whereas a male returnee interviewed in Rural Damascus explained: “Our decision 

“We returned to our neighbourhood and 
our memories” 
-female returnee in Raqqa 

“One of the most important reasons that 
prompted us to return, even though the 
circumstances were not that good in this 
neighbourhood, is our inability to pay 
rent” 
-female returnee in Homs 



of going back came out of the harsh treatment of Syrians by Lebanese; we were exploited by our 
landlord, who used us for fee labour”.  

Only 4 of the 12 returnee respondents mentioned how they had obtained information on their place of 
origin before returning. All 4 reported relying on neighbours and relatives who had already returned for 
information- no other information sources were mentioned. One former IDP reported visiting his area of 
origin before returning. A female returnee in Raqqa illustrated how this information was a key factor in 
their decision to return: “What was most convincing for us to return is the encouragement by our 
neighbours who told us that there is security here and that humanitarian organizations are providing 
humanitarian aid to the residents of Raqqa”.  

Current living conditions in areas of return 

Almost all of the returnee respondents across locations cited the high cost of living, and the struggle to 
meet basic needs, and how this is being exacerbated both by fluctuations in the value of the Syrian Pound 
and COVID-19 affecting people’s ability to work. A female returnee in Raqqa stated that: “I feel really 
concerned if the current expensive prices continue especially for food items…..we started lending money 
from the grocery in our neighbourhood in order to subsist”. Another female returnee in Rural Damascus 
added: “I feel anxious about providing the food we eat”. 

Several respondents across locations highlighted that accessing electricity is a significant problem. Others 
pointed out that services were inadequate, although several of those living in Raqqa and Rural Damascus 
indicated that there had been some improvements since they returned. Four out of 12 returnee 
respondents reported either having a disability or having a family member with a disability, including spinal 
injuries, blindness, and partial paralysis. Three of these respondents reported being unable to access 
current health services in their location, and 2 mentioned hoping to move to Europe to access better 
healthcare.  

Interviewees in southern Syria partly attributed harsh living conditions to delays in the restoration of services as 
well as a reduction in aid available from humanitarian organisations - specifically pointing to the fact that many 
humanitarian organisations can no longer operate there, with one claiming that “the Syrian government only 
allows its affiliated organisations to operate”. NGOs note that since the change in territorial control and 
discontinuation of cross-border assistance to the south, organisations operating from the Damascus hub have 
been unable to maintain the same scale of previous operations, while the re-escalation in localised violence has 
caused further access constraints. The sudden disruption of humanitarian aid in the south has not only had 
an impact on a population acutely reliant on aid, but it has also led to many losing their livelihoods.  

Although no respondents reported currently feeling unsafe in their current location, a number expressed 
fear that conflict would one day return to their areas. This fear was illustrated by a statement from a female 
returnee in the south: “We feel save in our house and among our families, but always fear the unknown, 
we don’t know how long this calmness would last particularly with this extreme poverty”. 

Hopes for the future 

Nine returnee respondents clearly stated that they plan to remain in their place of origin for good, one 
respondent indicated that they plan to leave, and two others gave indefinite responses.  

Of those who said they plan to remain in their place of origin 
for good, a sense of being home was the prevailing attitude. 
As one respondent from Rural Damascus stated, “every 
displaced family thinks about returning home once it is 
possible”, and another said “it is much better now as we are 

“no reason would encourage us to flee and 
leave everything behind after all the effort 
we have made to restore our lives” 
-female returnee in Rural Damascus 



living among friends and neighbours”. There was also a sense of pragmatism, and in some cases perhaps 
resignation among this group, in recognizing that being back home was the most viable option for them; 
the following statement from a male returnee in Rural Damascus illustrates this well: “I did not expect Arbin 
to be a paradise and an ideal place to live, and so I did not set high expectations”. 

One of the most striking findings from the returnee interviews is the optimism for the future expressed by 
returnee respondents. With some of some of the returnees saying: “I am optimistic that there will be 
projects in the city and there will be more work opportunities” and explaining how they felt things were 
getting better “Arbin is a good place; it is being rebuilt and there is a carpenter, workshops, and many job 
opportunities” and how they saw them improving in future “I am comfortable here, and if people return 
here, it will return to its former glory; people in this neighbourhood are kind”. 

This feeling was not universal though, and the three returnee respondents in southern Syria were less 
optimistic. One returnee in Dar’a stated that “the living situation is deteriorating day by day and the 
exchange rate pushes prices to rise and all people are talking about a humanitarian and economic disaster”. 

Despite the optimism expressed by most returnee respondents, they did voice concerns about the future. 
Several of those who said they intend to remain gave the 
caveat that they will do so as long as the situation remains 
calm. Although no respondents reported currently feeling 
unsafe in their current location, a number expressed fear that 
conflict would one day return to their areas. This fear was 
illustrated by a statement from a female returnee in the 
South: “We feel save in our house and among our families, but 
always fear the unknown, we don’t know how long this 
calmness will last particularly with this extreme poverty”. Others highlighted the harsh living conditions and 
difficulties in meeting the cost of living, and fears for being able to meet the basic costs of living in the 
future.  

4. RESPONDENTS’ REQUESTs AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY STAKEHOLDERS 

All respondents (IDPs, refugees and returnees) were asked what support they require from various key 
stakeholders, namely humanitarian actors, host governments, the Government of Syria (GoS) and other 
authorities in Syria, and other countries. Most responses were directed towards humanitarian 
organizations, however, respondents also highlighted a number of requests for other stakeholders, which 
are outlined below.  

Humanitarian actors 

Refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan prioritized cash 
assistance as their primary need, underlining the economic 
hardships experienced in hosting countries. One female 
respondent in Lebanon highlighted that this “will help to pay 
the bills, rentals fees and schools fees”. Many respondents in 
Lebanon in particular highlighted the challenges of being able to make rental payments, and the resulting 
threat of eviction. Linked to this, the second most frequent request for humanitarian actors was to support 
refugees in finding jobs or other income generating opportunities in order to cover the cost of living. 
Refugee respondents in host countries in the region also highlighted the need for support with education, 
healthcare, civil documentation, and shelter. Refugee respondents living in Europe requested support with 
a number of different issues, including language courses, document translation, support accessing 
government institutions, papers, residency and health insurance.  

“I need money to enrol my grandchildren 
in school and food, since the amount I am 
cooking is too little”  
- female refugee in Lebanon 

“I do not know how long the situation will 
last, but there is great public outrage due 
to the difficult circumstances of life, and I 
am concerned about the return of the 
conflict” 
-male returnee in southern Syria 



 

IDPs and returnees inside Syria prioritized the need for 
increased humanitarian assistance. A male IDP living in 
northwest Syria stated that: “the response did not match the 
crisis so far….. I know many camps that are still missing the 
most basic infrastructure including a toilet and people there 
don’t have safety and privacy”. Both IDPs and returnees also 
prioritized support in finding jobs and earning an income, as 

well as shelter support and investment in health and education services. A returnee in southern Syria 
highlighted that “humanitarian organizations should pay more support to education, health and destroyed 
infrastructure”. Two returnee respondents in central Syria with disabilities highlighted the lack of available 
services including physical therapy, mobility aids, medication, 
and medical treatment. Respondents in southern Syria 
attributed their harsh living conditions to a reduction in 
humanitarian aid, with one stating that “the Syrian regime only 
allows its affiliated organizations to operate”. 

Several IDPs and refugees wishing to return or be resettled 
stated that humanitarian actors should work with government 
actors to facilitate this process. In regards to resettlement, one 
male refugee in Lebanon stated that humanitarian actors 
should help them in “finding a way out to Germany to re-join 
my brothers”. In regards to return, a refugee in Lebanon requested that humanitarian actors “supervise the 
agreements between the Syrian government and the returnees and monitor its real application”, and an IDP 
in the northeast requested that “humanitarian actors contribute to facilitating and easing return 
processes”. 

Host governments 

The principal demands that refugee respondents had for host governments were centred around measures 
that would enhance their integration. A female refugee in Turkey highlighted the need for “inclusion in the 
society regarding work, giving work permission, and …integrating the children with regard to education.” A 
respondent living in Germany asked that the government to invest more in “explaining to the people that 
immigrants that come to your country are not bad people”. 

The most frequently mentioned support required support from host governments was the provision of 
legal and civil documentation, including easing existing processes and reducing existing costs. Refugees also 
frequently raised the issue of the pressure upon them to return; the request of one female refugee in 
Lebanon was typical: “allow us to stay here until we can get safe returning agreements with the Syrian 
government”. Other requests for host governments were for the provision of safety and security, and for 
the easing of travel restrictions. 

Refugees living in Europe were generally positive and grateful for the support they receive from host 
governments. Their major requests for additional support were for greater support to enter the job market, 
and to improve the ability of education systems to meet the needs of new arrivals.  

Authorities in Syria – GoS or others 

Only a small number of respondents had requests for the GoS and other authorities in the country, with 
one male returnee in southern Syria stating that “we are not looking for something from the Syrian 

“I want humanitarian actors and NGOs to 
rebuild areas destroyed by the war, and 
provide services and work opportunities to 
returnees” 
-female IDP in northeast Syria 

“Humanitarian actors and NGOs should 
support IDPs and facilitate their return to 
their houses, and contribute to rebuilding 
the area and provide work opportunities, 
in addition to helping people with civil 
registry processes to issue necessary civil 
documentation that proves their 
identities” 
-female IDP in northeast Syria 



government or authorities” and another saying that “we do not recognize the Syrian government….it only 
understands the language of killing and destruction”. 

The most common demand that respondents had for authorities inside Syria was, unsurprisingly, to bring 
an end to conflict. These sentiments were summed up by a female IDP respondent in northeast Syria: “My 
message to all those who have power in Syria is to end the war so that everyone can return to their homes. 
Ten years of war are enough and people are exhausted. Generations of Syrian children have been destroyed 
after being out of school for years”. 

A number of IDP and refugee respondents highlighted that 
their return would be dependent on additional guarantees 
from the GoS that they (or their family members) would not 
be punished for avoiding conscription or for fleeing Syria. 
Others called for an end to military conscription. Respondents 
also called upon the GoS to invest in rehabilitating damaged 
infrastructure, and improving services (particularly health and education). Respondents living in non-
government controlled areas also requested access to civil documentation issued by the GoS; a female IDP 
in northeast requested that the GoS “provide official papers to the Syrians through a third party if it is not 
possible to obtain them directly”. 

Other countries 

There was a strong desire among younger respondents for 
countries to offer increased resettlement places and 
complementary pathways, or “opening the immigration 
door”, as a female refugee in Turkey phrased it. A young 
male refugee in Jordan said “I hope there will be 
opportunities to resettle the Syrians outside Jordan due to 
the poor conditions here”. A female IDP in northwest Syria 
highlighted the importance of education, requesting that 
other countries “assist persons wishing to pursue their 
studies by supporting the costs of issuing papers and 
granting scholarships to students inside Syria”. A male 
refugee in Lebanon called upon countries in Europe to have “compassion for us and allow us to travel 
there”, through resettlement and offering “opportunities to learn the language of the country, get highly 
educated and find good job options”. 

Several respondents also called upon other countries to focus on supporting peace in Syria and the 
rebuilding of the country, as expressed by a female returnee to southern Syria: “Other countries should put 
pressure upon the Syrian regime to find a solution for the Syrian crisis”. A male IDP in northeast Syria stated 
that: “other countries should contribute to ending the conflict, establishing peace and security, and 
rebuilding the country”, while an IDP in Rural Damascus called on other countries to make a contribution 
to “improving services, rebuilding the main area that was demolished, and providing electricity”. 

“I demand all and mainly the big states and 
the United Nations to try to end this war 
that has been raging in Syria for ten years 
and then to start the political settlement in 
Syria so that we are all able to live in peace. 
A generation’s life and future was 
destroyed as children have been out of 
school for more than seven or eight years” 
-male IDP in northeast Syria 
 

“We need guarantees for returnees, 
especially a pardon from military 
conscription and not to be punished for 
having left the country” 
-female refugee in Lebanon 


