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The Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs hosted Dr. Reinoud 
Leenders for a lecture and discussion on July 14th, 2016. Leenders is Reader in International 
Politics and Middle East Studies in the War Studies Department at King’s College London. His 
research interests and teaching focus on Middle East politics generally and Syria, Lebanon and 
Iraq in particular. In an upcoming article written with Kholoud Mansour, Leenders talks about 
the UN aid in Syria after the popular uprising and its consequences. During this lecture, titled 
“Projecting Sovereignty: UN Aid and the Syrian Regime”, Leenders shared the content of the 
article.  

Leenders argues that the UN-led humanitarian assistance allowed the Syrian Regime to reinforce 
itself and reaffirm its claim on State sovereignty. The Regime also benefitted from material and 
symbolic benefits and resources that it needed. 

Leenders begins by displaying the two points of view regarding the failure of the UN aid in 
Syria. Some think that there is a lack of resources: “the UN system is not broken, it is broke.” 
Others put the blame on the UN agencies and say that they have failed to provide aids fairly and 
according to humanitarian principles.  

Humanitarian aid is partly regulated by resolution 46/182 adopted by the UN general assembly in 
December 1991. This resolution was somewhat forgotten, but not by the Syrian Regime. It 
declares that humanitarian aid should not violate sovereignty, territorial integrity, nor national 
unity of the State in need. Accordingly, the consent of the State is required to establish 
humanitarian aid. Moreover, the State has the primary role in the initiation, organization, 
coordination, and implementation of humanitarian assistance within its territory. This resolution 
is the main reference for Syrian officials and diplomats. They have pushed toward a narrow 
interpretation of it, giving them more control over the aid.  

During the first stages of the armed conflict, the Regime said that it did not need assistance with 
humanitarian relief and that it was capable of handling the situation. But with the increased 
violence and worsening of the situation, the international community realized it had to intervene. 
In Public International Law, the fourth Geneva convention, signed by Syria, refers to the 
protection of civilians in times of war. And so it is applicable in this case. But the problem is that 



in the Syrian case, the armed conflict is not international and interfering within the State’s affairs 
is prohibited. According to the convention, an impartial entity can offer its help to the conflict 
parties, be it the State or the non-State party. The offer made to the latter is not considered an 
interference in State affairs. But this was not the case here since the UN agencies and INGOs 
decided to work with the Syrian government.  

An agreement was reached with the Syrian Regime between May and August 2012. The Regime 
had full control over the aid and made the UN agencies involved abide by a set of restrictions. 
First of all, a limited number of INGOs were allowed to work with the UN. And the government 
restricted the area that will receive the aid to eight out of twelve governorates. Second of all, the 
only local NGO that they were allowed to work with was SARC (Syrian Arab Red Crescent 
Society). It acted as a gatekeeper and if INGOs could not reach an agreement with it then they 
could not work in Syria. And finally, UN agencies had to pick local partners from selected lists 
made by the government. 

Leenders adds that the Regime was hanging on to the humanitarian assistance to somehow 
legitimize its claim of representing sovereignty in a revolutionary, vague political setting. And 
the UN’s endorsement of it helped do just that. The Syrian Regime was as sovereign as deciding 
upon more restrictions and interfering with the UN agencies’ work. As a result, the agencies 
couldn’t give objective assessments and information about the affected population and areas. The 
Regime also constructed a barrage of administrative and political obstacles, frequently refusing 
to grant access of medical supplies to areas controlled by rebels. It tried as much as it could to 
make Regime supporters the only beneficiaries of assistance.  

The Regime also tried to maximize its financial benefits from the UN-led aid. This was a 
lucrative business opportunity. The UN agencies transferred money to government institutions 
and SARC so that they would pay the salaries and rent etc. They also spent huge amounts of 
money in local goods markets controlled by companies close to the Regime. Some of the 
companies UN agencies worked with were subjected to EU and US sanctions for supporting the 
Regime and its crackdown of the uprising. Sometimes the Regime even bullied agencies into 
contracting with certain parties that support it. UN agencies don’t share information on who they 
are partnering with. Some of the Syrian charities that were allowed to work with the agencies 
and INGOs were explicitly supportive of the Regime and helping its soldiers.  

In early 2014, two resolutions were adopted by the UN Security Council after the situation in 
Syria became intolerable. Resolution 2139 calls on all parties to allow free access of aids. 
Resolution 2165 authorizes UN agencies to move freely within Syria and across the borders 
without prior approval. This led to rising expectations of the agencies’ work and at the same time 
of an even more defensive Regime. One INGO in Damascus was closed down and others were 
forced to agree not to get involved in cross-border aid. Mercy Corps, on its own, shipped across 
the border more than half of the aid sent by nine much better funded and authorized UN agencies 
together. 

Succeeding resolutions from the UN Security Council were more demanding of the Syrian 
authorities. Resolutions 2191 and 2258 have a stricter tone and send out clear messages to the 



Regime. They establish that consent is not always needed to access some areas and UN agencies 
just have to notify the government.  

The recognition of the Regime’s sovereignty by the UN led to claims of the privileges that come 
with it on an international level. The Syrian government acted as any other “normal” State. It 
participated in international forums and discussed world issues. The Regime identified with the 
State and worked on making it hard to separate between them. In this perspective, the fall of the 
Regime will lead to the fall of the State and the international community does not want that.  

An extreme example of how the UN helped maintain the Regime as sovereign was by the speech 
of UN Resident Humanitarian Coordinator Yaqoub al-Hilo on Syrian State television in May 
2015. He claimed that the humanitarian aid was actually provided upon invitation by the Syrian 
government according to international law and after consent of the State. He explicitly stated that 
he believes that the Regime in place is the holder of sovereignty. He also emphasized the 
humanitarian side of it by mentioning how Syria is home to Iraqi refugees.  

The UN helped the Regime maintain its sovereignty from a subjective point of view, a State 
needs approval from significant others. But it doesn’t hold much of the “empirical” traits 
required like actual control over its territory.  

Leenders concluded by sharing Lisa Wedeen’s study of pre-uprising Regime propaganda. The 
Regime had habituated the domestic audience to its praise through irrational propaganda 
boasting hyperbolic accomplishments. Thus, Syrians became compliant with the authorities 
because they couldn’t actually contest the facts they were given. With the uprising, the Syrian 
audience emancipated from Regime propaganda - to some extent. But the problem is that while 
some locals have been struck by a wave of enlightenment, outsiders have become complicit in 
the Regime’s actions. The UN is one example. 


