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Systematic Violations of Economic, Social and Culture Rights in the Armed Conflict 
 

Habitat International Coalition’s Housing and Land Rights Network (HIC-HLRN) and FIAN 
International remain deeply concerned over continuing gross violations by the all parties 
to the conflict in Syria of the civilians’ human rights, particularly their economic, social 
and cultural rights, including their human rights to housing, property, land, food and 
water. 
 
Introduction 

The armed conflict in Syria has become a protracted and chaotic non-international 
armed conflict and civilians, Syrians of all backgrounds, have been subjected to war 
crimes, as well as other gross violations of their human rights, including murder, torture, 
rape, sexual violence and targeting civilians with indiscriminate aerial bombardments 
resulting in mass civilian casualties and displacement on a massive scale.1 

Five years of the conflict have progressed toward ever more-severe confrontation and 
polarization, which has led to the deterioration of the human rights and humanitarian 
situation for Syrians in country and in their refuge. The conflict among the armed groups 
in Syria is no longer confined to asserting political power, but has become a fight for 
hegemony over the cities and territories, as in the systematic, widespread destruction of 
infrastructure and entire cities such as Aleppo, Homs, Kobani and Eastern Ghouta. The 
alarming increase in casualties of the civil war has reached 470,000 persons killed, 6.36 
million internally displaced and 4 million refugees, constituting 45 percent of the 
population is placed from their homes and the real population has decreased by 21 

percent.2 

The war has exacted social and economic serious harm on the people, specifically the 
vulnerable and marginalized groups, with a notable increase in the Syrian population 
living under the poverty line, from one third before the conflict to around half at the 
end of 2013, with about 4.4 million persons becoming extremely poor and unable to 
fully meet their basic needs.3Specifically in southern Syria, 88% of the households are 
currently living in extreme poverty, lacking access to fuel and water, with 87% of the 
population in the south Syria depend on food aid as primary resources.4 The crisis has 
reversed Syria’s human development achievements by 35 years.5 

The World Bank has estimated the economic cost of the war in Syria at US$35 billion, 
and a preliminary Damage Needs Assessment of six Syrian cities at the end of 2014 set 
the total damage $3.6–4.5 billion. Housing accounts for 65% of the total damage. 
Aleppo is the city most affected with 40% of the estimated damage.6 

The housing sector is gravely affected by the war in densely populated areas such as the 
periphery of Damascus, Aleppo, Ḥoms, Dar`a. The war had affected 50 percent of the 
total housing stock (2,062,218residences) already by May 2014.7 

Over the past five years of Syrian conflict, government forces and other parties to 
conflict have embarked on systematic campaigns to demolish large swaths of urban 
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areas and destroy entire neighbourhoods in an effort to impose a collective punishment 
for the communities that support each opposing sides.  

According to the Geneva Conventions, adopted in 1977, Destruction and appropriation 
of property defined as one of the grave breaches.8However the paragraphs 2 (c and e) 
of Article 8 of the Rome Statute on the armed conflicts not of an international character 
forbid“ intentionally directing attacks against buildings, material, medical units and 
transport, and personnel using the distinctive emblems of the Geneva Conventions in 
conformity with international law”9 and “pillaging a town or place, even when taken by 
assault” 10 and “destroying or seizing the property of an adversary unless such 
destruction or seizure be imperatively demanded by the necessities of the conflict.”11 

 

I. Systematic Bombing and indiscriminate bombardment 

The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian accused both of the 
state’s military forces, anti-government armed group, ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra with 
shelling and indiscriminately targeting populated areas. Government forces have 
conducted bombing raids that have dropped crudely made “barrel bombs ”on 
populated areas, causing massive destruction and the collapse of buildings around their 
point of impact, leaving entire neighbourhoods in ruins and leading to a mass 
displacement of civilians.12 

The looting and destruction of property has followed government shelling of homes and 
residential buildings wantonly and without military necessity. These acts have involved 
the destruction of property in general, or have targeted dissidents and supporters of the 
opposition. 

In July 2012, government forces used explosives and bulldozers to destroy 300 homes in 
the Tadamun neighbourhood of the capital, Damascus, among the 1,000 buildings that 
government forces completely destroyed there. Also anti-government groups have 
launched attacks on government forces from that neighbourhood. Thus, both parties 
bear responsibility for the destruction of those areas and war crimes that have 
destroyed lives and put the civilian population in grave danger.13 

Aleppo, Kobani and al-Ghouta (east of Damascus) are the most-populated areas that 
have become devastated from widespread and systematic attack, including the use of 
the chemical weapons against the civilian population causing mass casualties, to punish 
and terrorize civilians for supporting for one party to the conflict over another.  

 

II. Punitive homes and properties confiscation policy  

The “Islamic State”and al-Nusra Front militiamen are accused of confiscating houses and 
land belonging to Syrian families in al-Raqq`a, Dheir al-Zorand Idlib provinces. Most of 
the local families are Christians who were forced to leave their areas to villages in the 
eastern countryside. The militants have distributed most of the confiscated properties 
among its foreign recruits and militia leaders.14 
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In the meantime, the Assyrian and Armenian communities have accused the Democratic 
Union Party and Syrian wing of the Turkish Kurdistan Workers' Party of expropriating 
private property belonging to families in al-Ḥasaka province who have become internally 
displaced and driven away by the conflict. Such violations will cause substantial 
demographic changes that constitute the war crime of population transfer in 
international law, and will perpetuate other ethnic divisions and turmoil.15 

The Kurdish community were suffering for decades from the discriminatory policies that 
the Syrian regime imposed.16 Among the accompanying violations has been the denial of 
Kurdish Syrians’ access to their land and right to property. In the previous UPR review of 
Syrian, the Human Rights Council raised this case as one of the main issues in its 2010 
observations on Syria. In the follow-up, the Syrian Arab Republic then rejected the 
recommendation (of Canada) that the state “comply with its legal obligations 
concerning the rights of minorities and guarantee the civil, political, economic, social 
and cultural rights of persons belonging to the Kurdish minority.”17 

In November 2016, Kurdish forces belonging to the People's Protection Units (YPG) 
confiscated three Assyrian villages on the Khabur River in al-Ḥasaka province to build 
training camps for their troops. The largest one of these is located in the village of Tal 
Nasri.18 

According to the United Nations principles on housing and property restitution for 
refugees and displaced persons, the Syrian regime, Kurdish forces and other parties to 
the conflict bear the responsibility to provide the necessary procedures and 
mechanisms to facilitate the process of housing, land and property restitution in an 
equal and fair manner.19 

 

III. Destroying Palestinian refugee camps 

The situation of 581,000 Palestinian refugees in Syria has become catastrophic as the 
civil war caused a grave deterioration of living conditions and faced additional threats. 
Their movement has been restricted to a greater degree than Syrian asylum seekers, as 
they lose access to vital services of UNRWA and their status complicates their legal 
situation further upon entry into neighbouring countries 

Almost half of the Palestinian refugees in Syria (270,000) have been displaced either 
internally or outside the country. In addition, 3,089 Palestinians have been killed by the 
end of 2015 because of the conflict: 1,704due to indiscriminate bombardment, 665in 
attacks and clashes between the Syrian army and opposition forces, while 427 died 
under torture in the illegal detention by the Hafidh al-Asad regime.20 

Most of the Palestinian community in Syria agreed on maintaining neutrality and 
refraining from intervention in internal Syrian affairs. However, because of their 
strategic location, al-Yarmouk and Khan al-Shiekh camps, in particular, have been 
subjected to gross violations under indiscriminate bombardment and forced 
displacement, siege, arrest campaigns, frequent clashes and starvation. These tragic 
conditions caused over 70,000 Palestinians to flee to Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq and 
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Turkey, where they are being singled out for increasing restrictions in seeking asylum. 
They have become the target of growing hostility within the host countries and 
communities that further disregard the obligation under international law to protect 
refugees.21 

Due to the government’s serials assaults on al-Yarmouk Camp, bombardment destroyed 
40% of the built environment, completely destroying more than 20% of homes. Cannons 
and Gvozdika artillery were also among the weapons that the regime used, including 
incendiary missiles that would burn the home after destroying it. Frequent government 
bombings of Khan al-Shieh Camp between March 2013 and August 2015 left 40% of 
houses either completely destroyed and uninhabitable or partly destroyed and in need 
of urgent repair.22 

 

IV. Systematic blockage and starvation as a weapon of war 

The internal conflict and the systematic siege by conflict parties flagrantly have violated 
the people’s rights to basic services to meet their daily needs, including, water, 
electricity and medical supplies. In addition to witnessing armed conflict, besieged 
populations faced impossible costs of food and fuel due to inflation. 

The UN General Secretary warned that Syrians were facing the “worst humanitarian 
crisis of our time” and the situation in Syria “haunts the soul.” He observed that the use 
of starvation as a weapon during the conflict is a war crime.23 Food and water are being 
weaponized with traditional weapons of war.  

The Syrian cities and neighbourhoods subjected to these barbaric starvation tactics 
include 400,000 people besieged by all parties to the conflict in 15 areas across country 
and remain in urgent need of emergency assistance. Roughly half of these areas are 
controlled by ISIS militants, while 12,000 people have been subjected to starvation in 
areas controlled by opposition armed groups, and another 180,000 in areas controlled 
by the Syrian government.24 

The most affected areas are in Deiral-Zor province, where 200,000 people are besieged 
by the “Islamic State” group.25Madaya, a village located in the northeast of Damascus, 
was besieged by government troops in 2015 and 2016, where most of the 40,000 people 
were women and children endured the ban on all commercial or humanitarian access. 
The two besieged villages of Fouaa and Kfarya, in Idlib province, have a combined 
population of around 20,000 held by opposition militiamen.26Most of the residents in 
these besieged areas are women and children, as well as residents unable to flee. 

The Geneva Conventions III and IV establish the legal obligations of all states to protect 
the access of civilians and prisoners of war to food and water, prohibiting the use of 
deliberate starvation as a method of warfare.27Breaching these obligations constitutes a 
war crime under International Criminal Law. This breach can be considered as genocide 
or as a crime against humanity if proven that the denial of food was deliberate.28 
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Furthermore, under International Human Rights Law, the right to adequate food and 
nutrition requires all States with an immediate obligation to provide, “at the very least, 
the minimum essential level required to be free from hunger.”29 Equally, States have an 
immediate obligation not to discriminate access to food on the basis of race, colour, sex, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or 
other status.30 The prevention of access to humanitarian food aid in conflicts or other 
emergency situations also constitutes a violation of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition.31 

Similarly, sanctions and related measures, including multilateral and unilateral economic 
measures, should not prevent individuals and communities from acquiring essentials 
such as food items or agricultural inputs, as such actions constitute forms of collective 
punishment that harm the most vulnerable segments of society and are strictly 
prohibited in international law.  

The broader international community, in line with the Charter of the United Nations and 
subsequent human rights instruments, have international obligations to take joint and 
separate action to achieve the full realization of the human right to adequate food and 
nutrition. This entails a joint and individual responsibility of States to cooperate 
internationally in providing humanitarian assistance in times of emergency and to 
strengthen the role and capacities of international organizations such as the World Food 
Programme, UNICEF and the FAO, and to ensure that aid is being delivered without 
influence or subjugation of those perpetrating conflict and human rights violations. In 
cooperating internationally, States must prioritize the realization of the rights of 
disadvantaged, marginalized and vulnerable population groups, such as women, 
children, people with disabilities, and elderly people. Moreover, they should avoid that 
food aid causes adverse impacts on local food production and small-scale food 
producers.    

Also, states have an obligation under international law to cooperate internationally in 
providing humanitarian assistance in times of emergency and to support the role and 
capacities of international organizations to ensure the rights of disadvantaged, 
marginalized and vulnerable population groups, such as women, children, injured and 
sick persons, those with disabilities, and elderly people. The state is clearly not 
complying with its obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to food and 
nutrition in all its components, including adequacy, accessibility, availability and 
sustainability.  

 

V. Deterioration of the agricultural sector  

The agricultural sector had suffered from high natural hydrologic variability and drought 
before the outbreak of the armed conflict. Although Syria had achieved self-sufficiency 
in wheat production, the country has experienced multiyear period of extreme drought 
that contributed to agricultural failures, economic dislocations, and population 
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displacement estimated at300,000 rural families fleeing into the cities, also increasing 
the pressure on resources and public services.32 

Thus, some 1.3 million inhabitants of eastern Syria have been affected by drought, out 
of which 803,000 have lost almost all of their livelihoods and face extreme hardship. The 
disaster has had the most-devastating effects on the lives of small-scale farmers who 
now fail to make enough money to feed their families, and in light of recent conflict it 
can be assumed that this pressure has increased. Pastoralists also lost around 80% of 
their livestock between 2006 and 2009.33 

Five years of armed conflict have destroyed much of the country’s agricultural 
infrastructure, displaced food producers and disrupted regional trade of food and 
agricultural inputs and food availability, and heavily affecting small-scale producers 
destroying their food systems. Meanwhile, while 9.8 million people in Syria are food 
insecure, with hunger afflicting more than half of the people remaining in Syria. Half of 
the livestock have been lost.34 

Small-scale farmers and pastoralists have suffered major income losses as result of 
limited ability to access to the land, reduced availability of irrigation water, reduced 
marketing opportunities for traditional export crops. Syria has undergone the collapse 
of veterinary, sanitary, and plant-protection services, increasing the uncontrolled 
movement of unvaccinated/untreated livestock and risks of disease in seed and planting 
materials from Syria into Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon.35 

Wheat has now become one of the unconventional weapons in the armed conflict 
between the Syrian army and the opposition, as it is an important strategic commodity 
that can impact the balance of power when wheat mills come under military control. 
Bread remains the main food for people of the Middle East.36 

Therefore, the Syrian army, “Islamic State” militants and armed opposition groups 
understand the importance of bread and fighting among each other to control land, 
water supplies and grain at every point in the wheat-production chain. 37 

A third of the country’s wheat production lies outside the government’s control. The 
“Islamic State” holds the biggest share, including much of the country’s breadbasket, 
the prime wheat-producing lands, which Syrians call al-Jazira, extends along the north 
and northeast, within al-Ḥasaka governorate.38 

Finally, all evidence confirms that armed conflict in Syria has become a war involving the 
seizure of land, rather than a fight over political power. Consequently, the economic, 
social and cultural rights of Syrian civilians is subjected to gross violations under the 
international human rights law, constituting also war crimes under the international 
humanitarian law. 
 

VI. Gender and Land 

During times of conflict and war, women and girls always suffer disproportionately, due 
to violence and displacement, with consistent reports of sexual and gender-based 
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abuse, as reported from inside Syria, within refugee camps and communities. 39 
However, this disproportionate violence also manifests structurally and economically 
upon return to a country. It is critical that the rights of women to housing, social 
protection, and protection from discrimination are protected, respected and fulfilled by 
countries hosting refugees and the agencies supporting refugee communities, both UN 
and national-level external agencies. Many women, during and after a war suffer from 
difficulties in recovering land, as many are prevented from securing or restoring titles 
and/or inheritance rights. It is critical, both during and after a conflict, that the state 
protect women’s rights to land, housing and property, and access to natural resources, 
respecting international legal instruments, including the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, Security Council resolution 1325 and the 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, as well as the provisions in 
the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries 
and Forests. 

 

VII. Conclusion and Recommendations 

The Syrian Arab Republic had failed to respect, protect and fulfil fundamental human 
rights of persons within in its territory leading up to the crisis,40 which obligation was an 
important requisite for preventing conflict in any state. Since the outbreak of civil war, 
no parties have upheld international human rights law or the complementary 
obligations under international humanitarian law for the protection of civilians caught 
up in such conflicts.  

The UN general secretary has reminded that, respect for the rule of law implies that “all 
persons, institutions and entities, public and private, including the State itself, are 
accountable to laws that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced and independently 
adjudicated, and which are consistent with international human rights norms and 
standards. It requires, as well, measures to ensure adherence to the principles of 
supremacy of law, equality before the law, accountability to the law, fairness in the 
application of the law, separation of powers, participation in decision making, legal 
certainty, avoidance of arbitrariness and procedural and legal transparency.”41 Also, the 
Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of 
Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of 
International Humanitarian Law, implies that the duty to “investigate violations 
effectively, promptly, thoroughly and impartially and, where appropriate, take action 
against those allegedly responsible in accordance with domestic and international 
law.”42 

All parties to the conflict in Syria, including the state actors, armed groups and foreign 
forces, bear legal obligations and liability for the gross violations of the Syrian people’s 
economic, social and cultural rights. Since the first UPR cycle, these practices have 
pushed whole communities and the very state to the brink of collapse through the 
destruction of infrastructure, housing, medical facilities, food systems, and water and 
power services that have exacerbated pre-existing hardships.43 
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HIC-HLRN offers the following further recommendations for consideration in the 
Universal Period Review of Syria and urges that: 
 

 All parties end the ongoing armed conflict and resolve their differences 
peacefully, resort to democratic means to determine the wishes of the people, 
and the establishment of a democratic Syrian state; 

 All parties to the conflict respect international humanitarian law and cease the 
use of starvation and the manipulation of food and resources to produce it as a 
tactic of war. Any military actions that impede civilians and prisoners of war 
from accessing food and water shall be stopped; 

 All parties end the policy and practice of population transfer for the purpose of 
acquiring land and altering the demographic composition of the territory under 
their control; 

 All parties respect and protect the properties including customary property and 
all other forms of possessions of the displaced persons and provide all possible 
facilities to ensure the restitution and reparation mechanisms of their 
properties in post-conflict; special attention should be put in ensuring access to 
property to displaced women. 

 The UN and its Member states scrutinize the practice of forced displacement 
and dispossession of Syrian civilians, especially minorities, and take proper 
action to prosecute the crimes and ensure remedy for the victims in accordance 
with international law; including reparation, restitution, rehabilitation and non-
repetition. 

 The Human Rights Council provide more recognition and endorsement of the 
“Housing and Property Restitution in the Context of Return of Refugees and 
Internally Displaced Persons” (Pinheiro Principles) and their relevance to 
remedy in Syria;  

 International cooperation align with the extraterritorial obligations of states to 
address the need for development and humanitarian interventions that support 
citizenship participation and local self-determination, including special 
attention to the rights of women; 

 Emergency humanitarian, development and human rights approaches combine 
to address the root causes of violations of the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition by making use and supporting the implementation of the 
Framework for Action for Food Security and Nutrition in Protracted Crisis, 
endorsed during the 42ndSession of the Committee on World Food Security; 
including specific measures for the realization of the right to food and nutrition 
of women. 

 Remedial effort coordinate to adopt strategies that allow the affected 
individuals and communities to recover their autonomy in feeding themselves 
in dignity and human rights, with special attention on the right to food and 
nutrition of women and children. 
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