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Ensure that IDPs’ immediate needs, especially for
access to safe and reliable shelter and WASH facilities,
are met.
Ensure IDPs have access to basic humanitarian
assistance, including IDPs who lack civil status
documentation.
For future movements following local agreements,
ensure precautionary messaging to affected
communities to prepare them for known challenges
and risks associated with the movements—such as long
travel times, the importance of civil documentation,
and the risk of family separation – as well as messaging
about safe reception sites with access to basic needs
upon arrival to their destination.

Background Information

Key Findings



Civilians arriving from Eastern Ghouta experienced a
long, humiliating and dangerous flight process.
Increased rates of loss of civil status documents due to
flight, increased risk of child labor, early marriage and
lack of appropriate care for children, and psychological
distress rank among the most commonly reported
protection risks.

Eastern Ghouta had been under siege by the Government of
Syria (GoS) and allied forces since 2013, during which
movement to and from the area, including the delivery of
humanitarian assistance, was severely limited and in the
recent month completely blocked. The significant escalation
of conflict post November 2017 marked by intensive military
operations, artillery shelling and airstrikes due to clashes
between GoS and Non-State Armed Groups exacerbated the
already unsafe and extremely challenging conditions for
Eastern Ghouta residents. Civilians had been forced to hide
out in underground shelters and basements in overcrowded
and unsanitary conditions with scarce access to basic
necessities, including access to lifesaving medical care. By
the beginning of 2018, Eastern Ghouta was partitioned into
distinct areas, each under the control of different armed
opposition groups. Ongoing hostilities and military
operations caused many Eastern Ghouta residents to
become displaced within Rural Damascus and led to the
death of 1,600 civilians and the displacement of over 50,000
people (OCHA Flash Update No.3 Syria Crisis-Eastern
Ghouta, 21 March 2018).
In March 2018, a local agreement was reached between the
GoS and its allies, and armed opposition groups in Eastern
Ghouta. As a result of this agreement, combatants and their

families, as well as civilians from Eastern Ghouta
experienced displacement to Idleb.
This report covers civilians from Arbin, Duma, Harasta, Kafr
Batneh and Nashabiye in April 2018, and the protection risks
they faced during and post-displacement.
Methodology
This update is based on findings from 418 Key Informant (KI)
surveys conducted by eight members of the Protection
Cluster, between 7 and 10 April 2018. Participant KIs were
IDPs now residing in 45 communities in seven districts and
two governorates (Al Bab, A’zaz and Jebel Saman in Aleppo
and Ariha, Harim, Idleb and Jisr-Ash-Shugur in Idleb). 24% of
interviews were conducted in Dana sub-district of Harim,
Idleb. The vast majority of the interviews – 86% (339) – were
conducted in Idleb governorate. 18% of interviews resulted
in referrals to protection, child protection or GBV services
(74 referrals).
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The respondents were 49% female and 51% male. The most
commonly mentioned occupations for men were day
laborer, driver, construction worker or farmer (18% of men),
followed by skilled workers like carpenter, blacksmith,
tailor, baker, barber, shoemaker. Women most often
mentioned that they were housewives (38% of women) or
teachers (7%).

Previous Location and Reason for Displacement
In Which Area Were You Last Living in Eastern
Ghouta?

% of 203 F and 215 M KIs

Female
20%
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Ghouta by the GoS, residents experienced hunger and fear
due to lack of basic goods and resources, in addition to
ground fighting and ongoing bombing. The generalized
violence caused many community members to live for
prolonged periods in shelters or basements.

Why Did You Leave the Besieged Area?

We stayed for a month in the basement. We didn't see the
light, and if we went out even to bring food, we would be
bombed. We were dying of hunger. (Female KII in Harim,
Idleb, from Arbin, E. Ghouta).
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16% of KIs stated that they were displaced 0-1 times within
Eastern Ghouta in the last five years. 52% stated that they
were displaced 2-6 times and 32% stated that they were
displaced 6+ times.
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KIs reported their location in Eastern Ghouta before the
displacement as Arbin (30%), Kafr Batneh (23%), Harasta
(22%), Duma (13%) and Nashabiye (11%).
99% of KIs arrived in their current location less than one
month ago. Only 1% (6 KIs) stated that they arrived more
than two months ago.
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KIs identified airstrikes (85%) as the primary reason for
leaving the besieged area, followed by hunger (60%), ground
fighting (56%), direct threat from any party (47%),
destruction of home or property (35%), explosive hazards
(20%), other (20%), lack of basic services (15%) and imposed
decision of a family member (8%).
It is noted that while female and male KIs were equally likely
to mention airstrikes and ground fighting as reasons for
leaving the besieged area, male KIs were more likely to state
hunger, destruction of home/property, direct threat from
any party, lack of basic services and explosive hazards.
Female respondents were more like to state that it was the
decision of a family member. Among other, KIs described a
combination of factors, such as living conditions and
insecurity in Eastern Ghouta, the displacement that was
imposed on them as a result of the agreement, and fear of
the advancement of the GoS forces into the area.
KIs explained that during the besiegement of Eastern

Did Any Of These Sources Affect Your or Your
Family's Decision to Leave the Besieged Area?
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While the local agreement permitted residents to remain in
or leave the area, KIs noted that community members did
not trust the GoS enough to stay, and thus displacement was
imposed upon them. Some respondents also noted that
upon these developments, residents wanted to leave the
area because they feared the impending arrival of GoS
armed forces and fear of arrest or harm by the GoS.

[Community members] feared being killed or detained
by the regime forces, in addition to the extreme hunger
from which they were suffering as a result of the siege
(Female KII in Harim, Idleb, from Nashabiye, E.
Ghouta).
KIs noted that men were at risk of arrest, detention, and
harm due to already being wanted by the GoS or faced risk
of mandatory conscription to GoS military. Five male and
female KIs stated that community members feared harm
and abuse towards women and girls.
[Community members] feared rape if the regime forces
entered, especially because they heard of some cases of rape
previously (Female KII in Harim, Idleb, from Harasta, E.
Ghouta).
Additionally, KIs noted that some residents left in order to
access basic items, particularly food for children and infants,
and in order to access health care for illnesses and
disabilities that have been untreated due to the
besiegement.
The majority (60%) of KIs stated that they were not aware of
negotiations that resulted in the agreement to relocate
combatants and civilians. Of those who stated that they
were aware of negotiations, 73% stated that their concerns
and interests were not represented in the negotiations. KIs
stated that they do not have trust in either negotiating
partners, and that decisions were taken without
consideration of the interests of Eastern Ghouta residents.
Some KIs perceived the negotiations as betrayal by the
armed groups controlling the area.
The goal of the negotiations that took place was just about
how to control the area; there was no attention to our
situation either from the opposition or the regime (Female
KII in Harim, Idleb from Harasta, E. Ghouta).
KIs stated that friends, neighbours and family affected their
and their family’s decision to leave the besieged area more
than other sources. Community leaders and internet
communications were also influential sources. For other, KIs
explained that the news reached them by word of mouth.

Some KIs explained that as they were hiding in basements
without access to internet or other forms of communication,
they received the news by word of mouth, often from men
in the community who heard of the news through the armed
factions. Female KIs were more likely to state friends,
neighbours, family, television and internet, and male KIs
were more likely to state SMS/text message,
posters/announcement boards, and religious leader.

widows continue to experience some challenges in boarding
buses.
Are There Certain People From Your
Neighbourhood Who Were Not Able to Board
the Buses?
% of KIs Identifying Each Group
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The majority of KIs stated that they left the besieged area
with their children and/or spouse. Female respondents
were more likely to state with children, spouse, and other
family members while male respondents were more likely
to state that they left with parents and acquaintances. 48%
indicated the presence of children under the age of 18 in the
interviewee’s group. 96% were accompanied by parents,
siblings or extended family, 2% (4 children) were
unaccompanied and 2% were unable to answer.
63% of KIs stated that no one from their neighbourhood was
prevented from boarding the buses. The remaining KIs
stated that there were people who were not able to board,
most prominently mentioned were older persons,
combatants and their families. Consistent with earlier rapid
protection monitoring reports following local agreements,
persons with disabilities, female-headed households, and
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People Who Remained Behind

What Are the Reasons People Stayed in the
Besieged Area?
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Protection Risks Faced During Arrival to and Screening at
Exit Points

% of KIs Identifying Difficulty for each Group

What, if any, difficulties did you or other people
you know face during the flight to exit point from
the besieged area?
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While some KIs stated that they did not experience any
difficulties during the flight to the exit point, other KIs
identified a variety of difficulties and protection risks.

Women were perceived to be at greater risk of family
separation (23%), while men were perceived to be at greater
risk of verbal abuse (24%), being stopped at or experiencing
problems at checkpoints (14%) and theft of personal
belongings (9%).
KIs explained that they left their homes with very few
belongings. They experienced a chaotic and disorganized
environment while trying to reach the buses and
experienced many delays due to checkpoints.
There was crowding and many KIs were exposed to verbal
abuse while trying to reach the buses. KIs from Arbin and
Duma noted that they were stopped at checkpoints and
kept there for 12-13 hours for no particular reason, resulting
in immense fatigue among IDPs early in their journey. The
circumstances of the journey from homes to exit points
resulted in separation among some families. Aside from
family members who separated intentionally as they could
not reach a mutual decision about leaving or remaining in
Eastern Ghouta, some family members began the journey
together towards the exit points but lost each other
somewhere along the way. Civilians arriving from Eastern
Ghouta experienced confusion about their present location.
Loss or confiscation of civil status documentation was
indicated to be the greatest during the journey from home
to exit points. Reports of confiscation of civil status
documentation has not been verified. Key informants
indicated that there were long waiting periods at the exit
points before the start of the journey, sometimes even after
individuals had boarded the buses.
[Difficulties during the journey included] the long wait and
stay in the open area for a whole day before the start of
buses, crowding, and the wait for a whole day inside the bus
before the departure without any food or drink, as well as
the 15 hours on the road (Female KII, Jisr-Ash-Shugur district,
Idleb from Kafr Batneh, E. Ghouta).
KIs’ responses indicate that Eastern Ghouta residents were
more likely to trust Russian soldiers during the process than
soldiers of the GoS. Respondents expressed concern,
distrust and fear about the presence of GoS soldiers and
preferred to engage with Russian soldiers on duty instead.

One KI even noted that they were not verbally abused when
Russian soldiers were present.
[We did not experience abuse] because we did not allow any
military from the regime to the bus, only the Russian officer
(Male KII in Harim district, Idleb from Harasta, Eastern
Ghouta).
No insult took place because Russian police officers were
there (Female KII in Harim district, Idleb from Arbin, E.
Ghouta).
What, if any difficulties did you or other
people you know face during the screening at
the exit point?
% of KIs Identifying Eeach Difficulty

84% of KIs stated that they know of people who stayed in
Eastern Ghouta. KIs identified a variety of reasons for why
people remained behind, the primary reasons being to keep
their house or property, because of emotional ties to the
land, fear of displacement, old age and a fear of the
unknown. For “other” reasons, some KIs stated that many of
the families who chose to remain behind are families that
support the GoS. Another frequently mentioned other
reason is that some individuals feared arrest and detention
due to screening procedures at checkpoints during the
journey. Additionally, some KIs stated that some of those
who stayed behind were individuals who felt betrayed by
the local leaders who engaged in the negotiations,
experienced distrust in the process, and feared an unknown
situation in the destination of Idleb.
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The screening process consisted of GoS forces recording
names of individuals leaving Eastern Ghouta. KIs stated that
they were subjected to threats and verbal abuse during this
process and were told that they will never return to Ghouta.
Some KIs also noted that they were not permitted to take all
of their belongings with them.
They prevented me from bringing things with me. I threw
away my bag of children's clothes and only came with a
small bag with little clothes for my baby, baby formula,

documents and telephones (Female KII in Jebel Saman
district, Aleppo from Duma, E. Ghouta).
Protection Risks Faced During the Bus Journey
What difficulties did you and other people you
know face during the bus journey?
% of KIs Identifying Each Difficulty
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While verbal abuse was the primary difficulty that all KIs
experienced throughout their journey, it was noted to have
taken place the greatest during the bus journey (44-49%).
Men, women, boys and girls also noted verbal sexual
harassment or threat of sexual violence, and physical
violence at higher rates during the bus journey than earlier
stages. Verbal sexual harassment or threat of sexual
violence is indicated at an alarming 18-19% and physical
violence at 9-10% during the bus journey. Although loss or
confiscation of CSD was indicated at greater percentages
during the initial journey from home to exit points in E.
Ghouta, some KIs also indicated loss of CSD due to loss of
baggage during the journey. The presence of checkpoints
and being stopped and held at checkpoints for long periods
of time was indicated for all stages of the movement.
There was a 12-hour wait on the highway at the checkpoint
and we were not allowed to get out of the buses. We were
not able to use the washroom. There are women and

children who could not stand it. There were also patients
with us, whose medical condition worsened. 12 hours later,
a Russian soldier accompanied by a Syrian soldier took our
names. Most of the people gave them fake names; they
allowed us to go after that (Male KII in Harim district, Idleb
from Arbin, E. Ghouta).
There were generally no stops for rest and bathroom breaks
during the journey. Some KIs reported that they spent more
than twenty-seven hours in the bus without ever leaving it.
Civilians experienced great discomfort and embarrassment
due to not being able to meet their hygienic needs and due
to the lack of food and water. Those with health conditions
or disabilities experienced a worsening of their conditions.
Both key informants and humanitarian staff noted that the
movement of Eastern Ghouta residents to Idleb was an
intentionally humiliating and dangerous experience.
Humanitarian staff noted that the bus journeys from Eastern
Ghouta to Idleb took unnecessarily divergent routes that
extended the journey. KIs noted that the buses route went
through pro-GoS communities where they were subjected
to verbal abuse, threats and sometimes direct attacks by
stones or gunfire. KIs also noted that the buses would slow
down and would intentionally travel at lower speeds
through these areas. Civilians were lined up on the road,
including sometimes school-age children, and the
passengers were verbally abused, reprimanded and
physically attacked as their buses passed by. It is again noted
that KIs felt a greater level of safety in the presence of
Russian soldiers, who actively worked to prevent and stop
abuse and harm of residents from Eastern Ghouta, during
their journey.
During the convoy's trip to Idleb the families faced a lot of
verbal insults, in addition to great crowding in the buses and
going slowly in the regime areas in order to make a lesson of
them for everyone to see. Also, they were shot at or hit by
stones. This caused three men to be injured in the hand
(Female KII in Harim district, Idleb from Nashabiye, E.
Ghouta).
Furthermore, a KI noted an explosion that led to the injury
and hospitalization of 13 people, and another KI noted a

traffic accident which resulted in the deaths of some
passengers aboard a bus.
KI experiences also indicate that the fear of displacement
and fear of moving to an unknown future in another location
was often caused or exacerbated by the verbal threats that
those arriving from Eastern Ghouta experienced during their
journeys. They were not only threatened with never
returning to their place of origin, Eastern Ghouta again, but
they were also threatened with harm at their destination,
Idleb.
Families faced verbal insults and immoral words while the
buses were being hit with shoes; in addition they were
threatened that they would be killed in Idleb (Female KII in
Harim district, Idleb from Nashabiye, E. Ghouta).
The families faced verbal insults and hitting by stones and
shoes during their passage through regime areas, in addition
to pledges to displace them and the people of Idleb from
Idleb also. This planted in their hearts and minds a lot of fear
and increased the psychological pressure for them (Female
KII in Harim district, Idleb from Kafr Batneh, E. Ghouta).
Incidents of Violence Before and During Evacuation
KIs were asked to describe any incidents involving physical
violence, sexual violence, sexual exploitation and verbal
sexual harassment.
24 KIs provided accounts of physical violence by GoS forces
and in GoS-controlled areas both during the besiegement in
Eastern Ghouta, and during the evacuation. During the
besiegement, KIs mentioned loss of family members or
neighbours who had been killed by snipers. They also noted
that they were at risk of physical violence, arrest and
detention any time they entered a GoS controlled area or at
checkpoints. One KI explained that the basement in which
his family was sheltered was bombe d by GoS forces. Other
KIs mentioned the incidents covered in detail in the above
sections, of the physical violence that they experienced
during the journey from pro-GoS civilians. An additional
issue mentioned was that some of their belongings were
taken/confiscated by GoS soldiers at checkpoints. One
female KI stated that she was beaten while trying to

prevent/resist soldiers from confiscating her personal
belongings.
7 KIs mentioned that they were aware of cases of sexual
violence or rape taking place during the besiegement. KIs
heard that when GoS forces entered areas of Eastern
Ghouta, they raped women and girls, sometimes in front of
their families, and also circulated videos of raped women
when newly entering opposition areas. While these
incidents cannot be verified, it is noted that fear of harm and
abuse towards women and girls was one of the reasons that
community members chose to leave Eastern Ghouta.
Two KIs mentioned cases of sexual exploitation by an
authority. One KI stated that the cost of basic goods was
extremely high in Eastern Ghouta and that traders were
sexually exploiting widows in need of some products.
Another KI described an instance where a GoS soldier asked
a woman to provide sexual favors in return for food.
59 KIs mentioned verbal sexual harassment or the threat of
sexual harassment by GoS security forces during the
evacuation process and journey, particularly at checkpoints
and in pro-GoS villages.
Humanitarian Assistance Received at Current Location

Humanitarian Assistance Needed at Current Location
KIs state that arrivals from Eastern Ghouta have received
considerable basic needs support in their current locations
in Idleb governorate, but state that the need for food,
shelter, basic items/NFI, water and health continues.
Humanitarian organizations are requested to continue
providing assistance to Eastern Ghouta arrivals in all of these
areas.
Based on the findings of this survey, and considering the
conditions under which these communities lived during
besiegement, it is notable that KI state that Eastern Ghouta
residents have experienced feelings of safety upon arrival to
Idleb and only 12-13% continue to identify safety as a need.
Although some PSS support has been provided to them, 2431% identify this as a continued need. The findings of this
survey indicate that many Eastern Ghouta civilians,
particularly men, were previously employed before the
besiegement and are skilled workers who seek
opportunities for employment. They have not been able to
find these opportunities in Idleb so far and express this as a
high need, for both men and women, but particularly for
men. Education for boys and girls is also stated as a
significant need.

What types of assistance has the community
received in this location?
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At the time of the interviews, some key informants in Harim
district of Idleb noted that they have been provided
temporary shelter arrangements for a period of one month
and are uncertain of what their situation will be afterward.
They also noted that they received some food assistance but
the quantity was insufficient. Another issue that was
mentioned was the absence of drinking water (availability of
water only suitable for other uses). Other key informants at
the same location noted at the time of the interview that
they had not yet received any assistance. Arrivals from
Eastern Ghouta also express concerns about registering
children for school, as many of them are lacking identity
documents.
KIs identified specific needs for the following food and nonfood items: milk, rice, ghee/oil, clothing (for adult, children,
toddlers and infants, as most could not bring much clothing
during evacuation), headscarves (humanitarian actors
should consult for type preferred) for women and girls,
kitchen items, fuel/gas for cooking, bedding materials such
as mattresses, blankets and pillows, energy sources and
lamps such as generators, solar panels, batteries and lamps.
Additionally, KIs note that tents are overcrowded and
uncomfortable and are requesting additional tents that are
large and in good condition. KIs would eventually like to live
in more permanent shelters or container houses.

Protection Needs at Current Location
What types of protection assistance are
needed in this location?
% of KIs Identifying Need for Each Assistance
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Psychosocial support, specialized services for child
protection, specialized services for women and girls, civil
documentation counselling, reproductive health services
and support to persons with disabilities were identified as
the main protection assistance needs. KIs specified a need
for female health practitioners and free health care services
in their current location. In “other,” KIs indicated a need for
livelihood generation activities and job opportunities. KI
note that children in particular are exhibiting concerning
behaviour due to trauma and are in need of PSS.
Protection Risks at Current Location
Lack or loss of civil documentation (34-44%), lack of
appropriate care for children (25-27%) and family
separation (19-22%) were the most identified protection
risks at the present time.
Lack or loss of civil documentation was identified as a
slightly greater risk for men (44%) than other demographics.
Physical violence (2%) was identified as a slightly greater risk
for boys. Explosive hazards were identified as a slightly
greater risk for boys and girls (6%), domestic violence was

% of KI Identifying Each Risk
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Reproductive Health

was identified as a risk for boys by 16% of KI, and for girls by
9%. Early marriage was identified as a risk for boys by 6% of
KI and for girls by 13%.
Main Children-Related Protection Risks at
the Present Time

What are the main protection risks that the
community faces at the present time?
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identified as a slightly greater risk for women, boys and girls
(2-3%), HLP issues were identified as a greater risk for men
and women (7-9%), family separation was identified as a
slightly greater risk for men and women (21-22%). It is also
noted that the risk of kidnapping or abduction was identified
slightly more for women, boys and girls than men.
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Among “other” protection risks, KI described fears and
worries in several different aspects. IDPs from Eastern
Ghouta are trying to settle in at their current location and
express challenges in terms of overcrowded shelters and
lack of privacy in toilets. Particularly women express
concerns about lack of privacy in toilets, which have to be
shared among many families. Women also indicate that due
to overcrowding, many men are forced to sleep around
women’s tents, which raises concerns about women’s safety
at nighttime. KI also indicate that civilians from Eastern
Ghouta are turning to harmful coping mechanisms to
manage the challenges associated with displacement. These
include early marriage and child labor, as well as joining
armed groups.
Among protection threats impacting boys and girls, lack of
appropriate care for children/risk of child neglect was
identified by 27% of KI for boys and 25% for girls. Child labor
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While KIs did not identify safety as a primary need in their
current location, they indicate that civilians from Eastern
Ghouta continue to experience fear and anxiety stemming
from several different factors. These include concern about
the situation and future of family members, relatives, or
friends who have remained in Eastern Ghouta. They also
experience fear and anxiety about their own situation at the
present locations. Some KI fear shelling and bombardments
in their current location, a fear exacerbated by the threats
made during their evacuation. Additionally, they feel anxiety
and fear about living conditions and opportunities, cultural
assimilation at their destination, and acceptance by current
residents.
On the other hand, some KIs have indicated immense relief
upon arrival to northwest Syria and note that their present
conditions are “heaven” in comparison to their situation in
Eastern Ghouta.
We left from hell to heaven. The children left from under
destruction, bombing, siege, and deprivation of greenery

and safety. Everything that they have seen here, they knew
nothing about, not a cookie or an apple or a bag of chips
(Female KII in Jisr-Ash-Shugur district, Idleb from Harasta,
Eastern Ghouta).
Intentions for Onward Movement
If you are planning to move again, why?
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Male KI
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Conclusion
The overall findings of this survey indicate not only the
immensely challenging nature of the journey experienced by
Eastern Ghouta residents, but also the efficient and timely
response and assistance provided to them by humanitarian
actors receiving them at their current locations. Findings
indicate continued challenges and needs in terms of both
basic humanitarian assistance, livelihood and shelter, as well
as protection needs, particularly of women, boys and girls.
Humanitarian actors are asked to continue their efforts in
providing regular and sufficient humanitarian assistance
towards Eastern Ghouta arrivals, while increasing shelter
and improving shelter conditions. As findings indicate that
IDPs from Eastern Ghouta are resorting to negative coping
mechanisms, advocacy and awareness-raising to reduce the
practice of harmful coping mechanisms by these
communities is recommended.
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33% of KIs stated that they are planning to move again,
while 54% stated that they are not planning to move again,
and 13% were unable to answer. Female KIs were slightly
more likely to state that they are planning to move again
(19% versus 15%) while male KIs were slightly more likely to
state that they are not (28% versus 26%). KIs most often
intend to move within the same governorate, particularly to
city centers for better shelter and work opportunities. KIs in
Aleppo who intend to move onward mention a desire to go
to Jarablus city or A’zaz. KIs in Idleb who intend to move
onward mention a desire to go to Idleb city. The destination
of Afrin governorate/Afrin city was also frequently
mentioned by those intending to move on. Afrin is a
common choice to the perceived sense of security that the
de facto Turkish control creates. There is a belief that the
GoS will not target locations directly controlled by Turkey.

The Syria Protection Cluster (Turkey) is made up of the
Protection Cluster as well as three Sub-Clusters: Child
Protection, Gender-Based Violence, and Mine Action. For
further information, please contact the Protection Cluster
Coordinator, Victoria Shepard, at shepard@unhcr.org.

