
  
 

 
 

 

Three years after the start of the war, which continues to ravage Syria, there are no signs 
of a rapid resolution to the conflict and an end to the fighting. Over 2.4 million people 

have fled the country and more than 6.5 million people have been internally displaced 
inside Syria.   

Working with the victims of the conflict both within Syria and in neighboring countries, 
Handicap International sees the harm done to the most vulnerable and injured people every 
day, due to the lack of access to humanitarian assistance. 

The association has almost 450 people working on the emergency response to this crisis. 
This figure is constantly increasing as we expand our emergency interventions in order to 

reach the most vulnerable populations, notably inside Syria.  
Since the start of the crisis and the beginning of Handicap International’s intervention, 
more than 180,000 people have benefited from Handicap International actions.  
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1 UNOCHA, February 2014. 
2 Figures as of January 31, 2014 

Internally displaced persons 
inside Syria  

> 6.5 million 

People directly affected by 
the Syria crisis  
 
 

> 9.3 million 

 

Syrian refugees1 
 

Total number of Syrian 
refugees registered with 
UNHCR (all host countries) 

~ 2.4 million  

In Jordan 571,000 

In Lebanon 920,000 

 

Actions2 
 

 
Beneficiaries  of mine and explosive 
remnants of war prevention actions 
(Jordan & Syria)  
 

19,322 

 

Beneficiaries  of distributions of food 
and non-food items 
  

58,335 
(11,059 
families) 

 
Cash assistance beneficiaries 

(Lebanon & Jordan) & families 
 

38,970  
(by the end 
of the 

winter, 
7,794 
families) 

 
Rehabilitation sessions  

(and n° of beneficiaries) 
 

57,557 

(17,082) 

 
Psychosocial support sessions (and 
n° of beneficiaries) 
 

3,376  
(2,879) 

 
Mobility aids and specific equipment 
distributed   

 

19,370  

 

Number of beneficiaries of 

orthopedic  fitting (prostheses 

and orthoses) 

 

1,008  

 
Handicap International staff across all 

areas of  intervention (n° of national 
staff members) 
 

450 
(405) 

Context: Three years after the first protests against the Syrian regime, the country is still in a state of chaos with 
no way out for millions of people who have been forced to flee their homes to other areas of the country or to 
neighboring countries. The failure of recent international negotiations to make any significant progress, notably at 
Geneva II last February, leaves little hope of a rapid resolution to the conflict.  
Since the start of fighting, hundreds of thousands of families who remain trapped in their own country struggle to 
survive in the face of the unending violence. Among these populations are injured people, older people, and people 

with disabilities who cannot extricate themselves from the fighting or access humanitarian assistance. Furthermore, 
because solidarity organizations are unable to access these areas and there are very few operational health 
structures in these isolated zones, these people inevitably see their conditions progressively deteriorating.  
The seriousness of the situation means that Handicap International must regularly increase its volume of activity in 
order to keep pace with the changes in the living conditions of the refugees in neighboring countries, some of whom 
have already been there for years, and to support the vulnerable people who are still flooding out of Syria. However, 
like all the humanitarian organizations working in the Middle East to assist the victims of this conflict, Handicap 
International faces serious difficulties in terms of access to the most vulnerable populations.  

Copyright 
Pages 1, 4, 5, 7-9 ©  S. Nogier/Handicap International   
Pages 2 & 6 © G. Dubourthoumieu / Handicap International 
Page 3 © B. Blondel / Handicap International  
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

INTERVIEW 

"…more desperate than ever.." 
 

March 2014: Thierry-Mehdi Benlahsen, Handicap 
International’s Regional Coordinator for the Emergency 
Response to the Syria Crisis denounces the difficulties people 
living in Syria are experiencing in accessing health care.   

 

How would you summarize the overall situation after three 
years?   
The situation is more desperate than ever. The human cost is 
unimaginable. The number of deaths is uncountable. Since last September, the United Nations have 
given up trying to keep an accurate count due to a lack of visibility. The number of people with injuries is 
estimated at over 570,0003. In Syria, 9.3 million4 people are estimated to require assistance, although 
this figure has been called into question by certain organizations, which consider it to be an under-
estimate. As for the impact in terms of development in Syria, even if the war was to stop today, the 
country would find itself set back 35 years.5 In addition to these terrible figures there is of course the 
number of Syrian refugees in neighboring countries.  Today this stands at around 2.4 million6, including 
one million in Lebanon. 
 
In these countries, the needs of the refugees, who have often been exiled since the start of the conflict, 
are overwhelming and the humanitarian response remains inadequate. Furthermore, the response 
inside Syria itself is being blocked by the administrative barriers and security constraints facing 
humanitarian organizations, regardless of the type of intervention they try to implement. We are 
working in neighboring countries and inside Syria itself and are faced with these interventional 
complications.  

 
In light of the current situation, it is also clear that even when the conflict in Syria does come to an end, 
the needs in the country will still be vast, in particular as regards the provision of care for the injured 
and people who have developed permanent disabilities due to a lack of medical care over time. 
 
We have seen a lot of agitation on the diplomatic front in recent weeks… 
There have recently been two key international meetings, which were far from reassuring. At the 
Second International Humanitarian Pledging Conference for Syria held in Kuwait in January, the 
international community appealed for $6.5 billion. This is the biggest appeal ever made and it is entirely 
legitimate to question whether this sum will ever be entirely met.  
 
The Geneva II conference which has just drawn to a close had the aim of ending the Syria crisis. 
However, not only were the conflicting parties unable to come to an agreement on a political solution to 
the crisis but they also showed an evident disregard for the humanitarian situation and relating issues.  
 
While we might find cause for satisfaction in their agreeing to evacuate some of the population from 
Homs, this is just a smokescreen. Diplomatically, it is not a solution. The discussions, which concentrated 
on this issue, for which the Syrian government had already given its authorization in the past, have ruled 
out any further negotiations on facilitating access to humanitarian aid and on protecting civilian 
populations in all conflict zones.  
 

                                                 
3Syria Humanitarian Assistance Response Plan Jan-Dec 2014  
4http://syria.unocha.org/ December 2013 
5 http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/crisis-prevention-and-recovery/undp-s-resilience-based-approach-to-the-regional-syrian-crisis/ 
6OCHA – February 2014 

http://syria.unocha.org/
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Syria%20Humanitarian%20Bulletin%20No.%2042.pdf


  
 

As things stand we can only qualify this conference as an unmitigated failure as regards the Syrian 
population. More than ever, we are angered by the cynicism the conflicting parties have shown 
regarding the protection of civilian populations. More than ever, we are deeply concerned by the States’ 
reticence to put the protection of civilian populations at the top of the list of political priorities. 
 
What are the obstacles to improving access to vulnerable people in Syria?  
The humanitarian actors registered in Damas have to negotiate on a day-to-day basis with the Syrian 
authorities to access the populations they are trying to help, which serious diminishes their ability to 
take action. A significant amount of the international aid brought to Syria has to transit via bordering 
countries (Lebanon, Jordan etc.). Supplying this aid across borders from neighboring countries means 
the constraints in terms of security are even greater. Although the UN Security Council took a positive 
step on February 22, by adopting a resolution requiring all parties to the conflict to authorize the supply 
of humanitarian aid by all possible means, the impact of this resolution will not be seen in the field for a 
long time to come. However, this is the only way of supporting the millions of Syrians who now so 
desperately need this help. This assistance should be provided in addition to the aid supplied inside the 
country which remains highly limited due to the continued fighting and problems of access. 
 
What is the situation for the most vulnerable people? 
Since the start of our intervention to support the most vulnerable people, we have seen an increase in 
the serious physical, psychosocial and economic difficulties affecting the civilian population. 

The collapse of Syria’s main health infrastructures (hospitals, clinics, health centers etc.) has 
considerably increased the levels of vulnerability, in particular for people with disabilities who have to 
cope with increasingly difficult conditions when accessing medical services and treatments. We have 
recently published a study7 showing that 88.49% of the injured people interviewed had not had 
satisfactory access to rehabilitation services, either because these services no longer existed or 
because they were physically unable to get to these services.  This situation has serious, long-term 
repercussions for people with injuries, notably the risk of developing permanent disabilities. 
 
A further study8 carried out in collaboration with our partner HelpAge International9 found that 5.7% of 
refugees in Lebanon and Jordan had serious injuries, a total of approximately 85,000 people. Three out 
of four injuries will result in a permanent disability due to the seriousness of the injury and/or the lack 
of medical care.  
 
On average, in Lebanon and Jordan, 22% of refugees have a physical, mental or sensory impairment and 
over 30% of refugees have some form of vulnerability (injury, disability, chronic disease) as a result of 
their specific circumstances.  A total of 17% of refugees have difficulties going about their daily business 
(washing, feeding themselves etc.).  
 
What tangible actions is Handicap International taking to adapt to the deteriorating situation in Syria?  
We are constantly reviewing our set-up by regularly putting into place new projects and adapting our 
operational approaches. Every day our teams based in Syria provide emergency care for the victims of 
the conflict in order to limit the impact of their injuries.  They work in several health centers to meet 
patients’ post-operative requirements. They also work in camps and communities 
(villages/neighborhoods etc.) to identify people who are injured or with disabilities and provide 
rehabilitation follow up. We also distribute food baskets and hygiene kits. Although our staff are 
continually faced with the horrors of war, every month the services they offer help thousands of people 
to get back a little dignity and humanity.  
                                                 
7  Study on the “Causes and types of injuries observed by Handicap International in its work with internally displaced persons in Syria:  The consequences 
of explosive weapons.” Handicap International – January 2014. 
8“Situation of vulnerable refugees in Jordan and Lebanon”, Handicap International & HelpAge International, publication forthcoming. 
 



  
 

 

What about in neighboring countries? 
We have reinforced our services for newly-
arrived refugees who have managed to 
escape from Syria. The earlier we identify 
the people who need specific support 
(rehabilitation care, for example), the earlier 
we will be able to provide them with care 
and refer them to the solidarity 
organizations providing the services they 
require.  
 
More generally speaking, Handicap 
International’s teams are continuing to 
deploy a response focused on identifying 
the most vulnerable people to ensure they have access to services and are not left on the sidelines in 
this terrible crisis situation.  We are also working to provide physical rehabilitation for people with 
injuries and disabilities to accelerate their progress, improve their mobility and reduce the risk of 
developing a permanent disability. In the same way, it is vital that new arrivals living in very precarious 
situations are provided with essential equipment and families in distress are provided with financial 
support. Finally, in order to offer a coherent response we are also providing psychosocial support for 
those who need it. We also promote the inclusion of these people to encourage their involvement in 
community life (and avoid becoming isolated).  
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



  
 

Our actions 
 
In the spring of 2012, Handicap International deployed emergency response teams to Lebanon and 
Jordan, provision was extended to Syria in January 2013. This crisis is now mobilizing more than 450 
professionals, working with the most vulnerable people. Handicap International is responding to the 
emergency by working with the injured in health centers and with displaced persons and refugees 
grouped in the camps or living in the community.  
 
In this chaotic context, the association pays very specific attention to the most fragile people, including 
people with disabilities, to ensure they are not excluded from humanitarian aid.  
 
Since the start of Handicap International’s intervention to support the victims of the Syria crisis, 180,000 
people have already benefited from these services.   
 
 

Syria, Lebanon and Jordan: Managing care for the injured  
 

Especially in Amman and Mafraq (Jordan), and in Tripoli (Lebanon) Handicap 
International is supporting around 15 hospitals and specialist health care 
centers, providing care management for the injured.   
The association provides post-operative physical rehabilitation for patients 
within the functional rehabilitation units it has equipped. It also provides 
adapted orthopedic devices (prostheses and ortheses), as well as donations 

of mobility aids (wheelchairs, walking frames etc.) and specific equipment (anti-bedsore mattresses, 
commode chairs etc.)  
 
These services are essential for:  

 Patients who are partially or totally immobilized, who need to do exercises to prevent the 
onset of permanent disabilities 

 Patients who find themselves in a state of permanent reduced mobility for whom 
rehabilitation can help avoid medical complications, increase their comfort and often help 
them to recover a certain degree of mobility 

 
Handicap International completes its actions by providing training for the health care personnel 
responsible for providing care to injured people to ensure they can implement basic rehabilitation. The 
families of people with disabilities or injuries are also supported to help them care for their family 
members. 

 

Syria, Lebanon and Jordan: A constant focus on the most vulnerable 
 

The association has deployed Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points (fixed and mobile) 
in Northern Lebanon (Tripoli and suburbs, and in the district of Akkar), in the Bekaa 
valley (Lebanon), Jordan (governorates of Amman, Irbid, Zarqa and Mafraq, home to the 
Zaatari camp) and inside Syria. 
 
Identifying the most vulnerable people and ensuring they have access to services. 
Thanks to its 70 mobile teams, Handicap International works its way through the camps 
and communities (in particular in urban areas where most refugees are not housed in 

camps) to identify the most vulnerable people, in particular people with disabilities, in order to determine 
all their needs (accommodation, health, food etc.) and facilitate their access to services and basic 
infrastructure. The association then refers them to other solidarity organizations, in order to cover needs 
the organization cannot meet, while continuing to follow up on them.  



  
 

 

An increased presence in the community 
In order to strengthen its presence in the community (neighborhoods, and areas with groups of 
refugees) and cover more needs, the association has developed numerous partnerships with local 
organizations specialized in primary health, and social organizations.  In Jordan, for instance (Amman, 
Irbid, Mafraq), we provided clinics and community centers with rehabilitation devices, and run regular 
shifts to receive patients. 
 

Providing care 
Through these Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points, Handicap International 
is providing a direct response to the needs: This response includes: 

 Treatment of minor injuries and superficial wounds 

 Physical rehabilitation sessions  

 Provision of adapted orthopedic devices (prostheses and ortheses) 
produced by our local partners  

 Donation of mobility aids and specific equipment 
 
Supporting people towards reconstruction 
In addition to providing rehabilitation services, Handicap International has strengthened its psychosocial 
support program for refugees. Through individual sessions and participation in discussion groups, this 
support aims to help people recover their ability to communicate and to re-knit their ties with the outside 
world. Psychosocial workers may also refer patients to specialist structures where necessary. 
 

Making structures open to the public accessible 
Handicap International is working in close collaboration with local and 
international solidarity organizations to ensure that all the services available 
to refugees are accessible for people with disabilities, in particular those with 
reduced mobility.  
 
The installations and facilities (water supplies, hygiene facilities, registration 

areas, schools etc.) are regularly assessed, especially in the camps. Handicap International can then 
provide support in terms of technical guidelines, equipment donations (ramps, footrests etc.) and 
appropriate training for staff concerned, or they can directly equip structures (by adapting toilet facilities 
etc.). 
 

Lebanon and Syria: Meeting families’ everyday needs 
Lebanon: Helping new arrivals settle in 
Since March 2013, Handicap International has been providing material 
assistance for newly arrived refugees to ensure they have enough to live off 
during the first few weeks after fleeing Syria. In the Bekaa valley they distribute 
foodstuffs and essential non-food items (toiletries, products for babies, 
cooking equipment, mattresses, and blankets). The daily distributions are 

carried out in coordination with the local authorities, in public places and areas where there are groups 
of refugees. Door-to-door distributions are also carried out for people who cannot physically get to the 
distribution points. By the end of the winter 9,200 families (45,000 people) in 50 villages across the valley 
will have benefited from this help.  
 

In addition, in order to meet people’s specific needs through the particularly harsh winter in the Bekaa 
valley, 3,000 of these families (15,000 people) will also receive an additional 150 dollar payment to 
purchase the equipment they need to heat their homes (heaters and fuel). During the winter of 2012, 
Handicap International distributed 710 insulation kits which allowed 710 families (3,550 people) living in 
makeshift accommodation to cope better with the winter.  



  
 

 

Syria: Helping displaced and sedentary families  
Inside Syria, the association supports internally displaced persons and sedentary families by distributing 
food baskets and hygiene kits. Almost 17,000 people have already benefited from this assistance. 
 

Lebanon, Jordan: helping the most vulnerable people to recover their financial 
independence 
 

Since the start of the winter of 2013, the association has stepped up its 
assistance to refugees in Lebanon and Jordan by offering them a financial 
payment to allow them to meet their most pressing needs themselves. This 
system can be compared to the social security systems which exist in developed 
countries.  
 

In Lebanon (Bekaa valley and Tripoli area): This assistance is intended for refugees who are not registered 
with UNHCR (notably those who lack the mobility or financial resources to reach the registration centers) 
and who consequently do not benefit from the assistance provided to registered refugees.  
 
By the end of the winter 1,000 families (5,000 people) living in situations of extreme poverty will have 
received financial assistance totaling $1,500.  
Since the start of 2014 Handicap International has been expanding this assistance to around 1,200 new 
vulnerable families. Monthly payments of $200 will be paid out up until the summer of 2014. 
 
In Jordan (governorates of Amman, Irbid, Ajlun, Jerash, Mafraq and Zarqa): This assistance targets Syrian 
refugees as well as highly vulnerable Jordanians, particularly older people and people with reduced 
mobility.  
By the end of the winter, 1,844 Syrian families will each have received 390 Jordanian dinar.  Of these, 
1,560 will have also received an additional payment of 280 Jordanian dinar to meet their specific needs 
for the winter season. In addition, 750 Jordanian families will receive a payment of 130 Jordanian dinar. 
  
Mine and Explosive Remnants of War Risk Education 
Our teams are providing care for new victims of gunshot injuries or explosions every single day. The 
number of weapons and explosive devices is increasing on a daily basis in Syria. These weapons remain a 
clear and present danger long time after the end of the conflict. Handicap International’s experience in 
neutralizing mines and explosive remnants of war, as well as victim assistance has led the association to 
implement preventions actions for refugees ahead of their return to Syria.   
 
The teams responsible for organizing the risk education activities meet with refugees in camps and host 
communities. They inform them of the risks relating to the presence of explosive remnants of war on the 
roads and in houses. These activities equip families, especially children who can be particularly at risk due 
to their natural curiosity, with the information required to identify and avoid dangerous devices. In 
partnership with the Jordanian organization, the National Committee for Demining and Rehabilitation, 
12,400 benefited from awareness-raising sessions at the end of 2012 in Jordan.  
Since October 2013, Handicap International has been working in Syria to spread prevention messages.  
 
Inclusion advocacy  
Faced with the sheer scale of the needs, the most vulnerable people, especially those with specific needs 
related to disability, injury and older age, can be easily forgotten and left out of standard aid programs. 
Handicap International, in partnership with HelpAge International, works to sensitize and enhance the 
inclusive capacity of local and international humanitarian actors in the Syria response, to ensure that 
these groups are taken into account in the overall crisis response.  



  
 

 
As part of this partnership, a study was carried out in Lebanon and Jordan, to assess the situation of 
vulnerable people in the Syria crisis, including older people, and people with disabilities, injuries or chronic 
diseases. This research will provide original quantitative data and improve our understanding of these 
particularly vulnerable groups, facilitating evidence based inclusion advocacy aimed at improved 
consideration of these vulnerabilities by humanitarian aid actors. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zaatari camp, 
Jordan 



  
 

The following organizations have supported, or are currently 
supporting Handicap International’s emergency response to the 

Syria crisis in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


