
The conflict in Syria, which began with peaceful demonstrations in 
2011 calling for reforms, is considered one of the most complex 
challenges facing the international community since the end of the 
Cold War, and which the main influential countries have not found a 
solution to this day. The peculiarity of this conflict is not limited to the 
geopolitical complexity associated with it, but rather the size of the 
losses that resulted from it, the dire conditions of life, the destruction 
of infrastructure, and the profound changes in the societal and 
demographic structure of Syria.

Despite the desperate search of some policy makers and 
international mediators for a quick solution or flirtations with 
appeasement of the Syrian regime and its Russian and Iranian 
sponsors, a comprehensive and sustainable political solution that 
meets the aspirations of the Syrians is still the only way to end the 
conflict in Syria, restore stability to the entire region and stop the spill 
over of the consequences of the conflict to neighbouring countries 
and Europe. 

By now, it has become crystal clear that any partial or improvised 
solutions will only prolong the su�ering of the Syrians and exacerbate 
the crisis in ways that are currently di�cult to imagine, and cause 
further irreversible damage to Syrians threatening their livelihood and 
security as well as what remains of the social cohesion of Syria as a 
nation. These ad-hoc solutions include proposals for repatriation of 
large numbers of Syrian refugees from Turkey to makeshi� housing in 
areas of North Syria, withdrawals of protections from Syrian refugees 
in countries like Denmark and Sweden under flawed assessments 
that regime-held areas like Damascus are safe for return, or reported 
“pilot projects” envisaging return of refugees from Jordan and 
Lebanon to regime-held areas in Syria.
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First and foremost, the international community must do away with 
any illusions that Russia can have a role of a “guarantor” in relation to 
any aspect of organised return of displaced Syrians to their homes, 
and most importantly: it is about time to deal with Russia as a party in 
this conflict rather than a mediator. As it has been made blatantly 
clear in Ukraine, where Russia has implemented the policies practiced 
in Syria for the last six years, targeting of civilians and massive forced 
displacement is a tool Russia used to a�ain military and political 
goals. There is no scenario in which displaced Syrians can be made to 
accept guarantees of the perpetrator who destroyed their homes and 
forcibly displaced them. Not in Ukraine, nor in Syria, and the 
international community should be consistent in the way it deals with 
Russia’s policies and atrocities in both countries (Syria and Ukraine) in 
order to have any credibility in the eyes of Syrians.

Therefore, any realistic thinking to define and implement a 
comprehensive and sustainable political solution in Syria must be 
based on the necessity of providing an e�ective practical framework 
for returning the displaced Syrians to their homeland by enabling 
them to participate in the definition and realization of the political 
solution.

In recent years, the safe environment has turned into the key word in 
all political discussions of influential countries in Syria, and despite the 
assertion of all parties that a safe environment is the necessary 
condition for the achievement of any component of the political 
solution, it is It has not yet been defined in itself, nor a road map for 
its realization has not been drawn up. Most importantly, Syrians have 
not been consulted about the conditions and determinants of this safe 
environment.

For more than two years, the Syrian Association for Citizens’ Dignity 
(SACD) has systematically and methodically communicated with the 
displaced Syrians and refugees to understand their reality and draw 
an accurate picture of their vision for the future of Syria, and the 
conditions for their return to their places of origin, in a safe, voluntary 
and dignified way.

Syrians defined safe environment and stages of 
implementation
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This communication was achieved through organized and continuous 
campaigns of physical encounters with the displaced communities, 
and through discussions designed to develop a deep understanding 
of the aspirations, fears and challenges of displaced Syrians. The 
SACD also conducted focus groups and surveys inside and outside 
Syria for thousands of Syrians, including in areas controlled by the 
Syrian regime, to complete the picture of the Syrians' vision of a safe 
environment and the conditions for their return.

In later stages, and with the outcome of the aforementioned outreach 
and communications, a group of international law and constitution 
experts, and Syrian and non-Syrian academics and experts, reviewed 
the outcomes of this communication and networking with the 
displaced Syrian communities and influential figures inside and 
outside Syria to arrive at a comprehensive position paper to provide 
an accurate and detailed description of the safe environment from 
the Syrians’ perspective, and from a practical and pragmatic point of 
view.

It crucial to state upfront, that based on SACD’s outreach e�ort and 
subject ma�er experts’ discussions for over two years, there are three 
main concerns and conundrums in the eyes and minds of displaced 
Syrians who are the biggest Syrian constituency consisting of more 
than half of the population: 

These concerns and obstacles can only be addressed through the 
realisation of the concept of “Safe Environment” across Syria.

The security situation and its ramifications in Syria as the main 
blocker for any large scale and definitive return

The detainees’ situation that represents a potential example of 
what awaits returnees

The a�ermath of war crimes and crimes against humanity 
commi�ed against Syrians, including the use of chemical 
weapons, with total absence of accountability.
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Displaced Syrians’ vision of the safe environment captured by the 
SACD stems from a purely human rights and humanitarian 
perspective, away from any political considerations, as it focused on 
the need to give Syrians a real and influential voice in the political 
discussions that will determine their fate, realizing that any mistake in 
defining or implementing a safe environment will likely cost Syrians 
their lives and dignity.

Our position on the implementation of safe environment is based on 
relevant documents and resolutions, including the Geneva 
Communique and Resolution 2254, but also useful experiences of 
other countries that went through similar circumstances. These 
experiences were thoroughly studied both in terms of principles and 
content of relevant documents governing refugee return, and in terms 
of actual implementation on the ground later, in order to draw 
practical and pragmatic conclusions as well as to establish a body of 
best practices.

What sets our e�ort apart is that we did not focus on theoretical 
definition of an ideal safe environment from a conceptual point of 
view, but we rather concentrated on converting the vision and 
aspiration of Syrians into a concrete roadmap with precisely defined 
implementation procedures and phases that would eventually lead to 
the creation of a safe environment for the entire country and for all 
Syrians.

This roadmap is e�ectively a three-phased framework that divides 
the return process into three very distinct main phases, each with its 
own pre-requisites, goals, risks, and a package of practical measures 
to take into account. These phases are: 

Such a phased approach is driven by the complexity of the return 
operation when it is analysed from an operational point of view 
rather than from a theoretical or even narrative perspective. 
Segmenting such monumental undertaking is a must, because every 
phase has di�erent prerequisites and objectives, and every phase 
lays the ground for the following phase, which would be di�erent in 
work areas, actors, tools and results. Most importantly each phase 
has to gain the displaced Syrians’ confidence in the whole operation, 
and show gradual yet tangible progress and a string sense that 
guarantees by credible international actors are in place.

Pre-return phase
During return phase 
Post-return phase
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“Pilot projects” on return without safe environment 
as dangerous travesty

The steps identified for the pre-return phase in SACD’s safe 
environment paper unequivocally show how any talk about the return 
of Syrian refugees at this point in time is a travesty of the reality, since 
none of the prerequisites for a large-scale return are in place and in 
some cases they have not even been identified. For this phase the 
following areas of work and change need to be addressed before 
displaced Syrians can seriously start thinking about voluntarily return 
to their homes

All these areas/concepts need to be addressed from a pragmatic and 
realistic point of view in order to truly lay the foundation of a safe 
environment in the future, and to convince Syrians that the 
international community is serious about helping them and guarantee 
their safety and rights. Clearly, these concepts are currently absent 
from the political discourse of the main influential parties working on 
Syria, 

The results of studies and surveys on which the SACD’s safe 
environment paper was based clearly indicate that the failure to 
achieve a safe environment for the Syrians according to their 
definition and understanding of the reality of their country will 
inevitably lead to the continuation of instability and the occurrence of 
new waves of displacement from Syria, mainly towards Europe and 
Turkey. This confirms the Norwegian Refugee Council assessment that 
Syria will witness the displacement of an additional six million 
refugees in the next ten years if the status quo continues. 

Definitions and consensus about of rights and freedoms or Syrian 
citizens
Minimum army and armed forces reforms
Minimum security services reforms
Preliminary judiciary system reforms
Preliminary legal system reforms
Property rights and recovery
Right of return
Issuing a general amnesty
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The concept of a safe environment must be viewed in terms of 
definition and application as an integrated and indivisible whole 
because Syria is not safe, and no part of it is safe, and that no political 
solution can have the required legitimacy and sustainability if this 
reality is ignored. Therefore, unilateral call for sending back Syrian 
refugees or to implement presumed safe environment in some parts 
of Syria based on the particular interpretation of certain parties will 
only lead to further su�ering of Syrians and the loss of credibility of 
the main backers of the political solution in Syria, and will further and 
deeper divide the country. One safe environment for all Syrians in all 
of Syria. The particularities of each area in Syria have to be taken into 
account at implementation level but not from an inception or 
conceptual point of view.

At this crucial time, when decisions on the fate of Syrian displaced 
seem to be made without them being meaningfully consulted, we 
strongly believe that international policymakers gathered at the 
Brussels Conference on future of Syria must be made aware of the 
vision of safe environment as defined by displaced Syrians, and the 
concrete set of measures they need to see implemented before safe, 
voluntary and dignified return is possible. 

The SACD will start a public dissemination campaign in May for its 
safe environment paper. This campaign will include a wide range of 
outreach and consultation activities with regional and international 
diplomats and policy maker in order to discuss the paper in detail and 
explore the avenues of how to incorporate the main principles, 
concepts and most importantly practical approach into the political 
discussion.

While these are some of the steps that must be taken in order to start 
substantive discussions on  safe and dignified return, it is crucial to 
understand that it is not possible to start thinking about enactment of 
these measures without taking into consideration the following facts:

As mentioned before, more than half of the Syrian population has 
become displaced as a direct result of war crimes and crimes 
against humanity commi�ed against Syrians overwhelmingly by 
the Syrian regime and its allies.

Current reality
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The reality in Syria is such that despite the dire conditions Syrians are 
su�ering in displacement, whether internally or in some of the host 
countries, they are still unwilling to return except for small numbers of 
those who are forced to do so for various reasons. This is primarily 
due to the fact that the conditions which caused the displacements 
are still in place and active and the regime continues to repress the 
areas it controls. 

Most of the concerns preventing Syrians from returning are related to 
security, far more than any other reason, but some concerns also 
include social and economic factors as well.  

For example, in a survey with 1100 Syrians outside the regime areas 
in 84  ,2020% of the people interviewed in this survey said that 
compulsory recruitment into the regime’s army is a major obstacle to 
return. It is clear that the Syrian regime’s compulsory recruitment 
alone provides a reason for the neighboring host countries and 
Europe to grant protection to displaced Syrians. 
Security reasons were the most prominent causes for Syrians leaving 
their homes since 2012, with 98% of them leaving that year because 
with threat of their safety and security being the reason behind their 
escape.  

Practices like arbitrary and illegal detention, kidnapping and 
enforced disappearance, and financial extortion continue to this day, 
and they are carried out against a political and sectarian 
background. 

For example, the Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR) 
announced in its latest report, that it documented at least 173 
arbitrary arrests/detentions just in March 2022, including four 
children and five women, noting that the Syrian regime violates 
international and local law through arbitrary arrest, enforced 
disappearance, and torture.

There is a process underway of demographic re-engineering in 
sensitive and strategic areas by Iran that has profoundly a�ected 
the societal structure in those areas with huge political impact on 
the future of Syria.

There is a military, security, political and economic reality that 
prevents the safe, voluntary and dignified return of the displaced 
Syrians, preventing them from exercising full citizenship rights and 
participating in the political solution to their country.
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The 24-page report explains that most of the arrests in Syria are 
carried out without any judicial warrant while the victims are passing 
through checkpoints or during raids, with the security forces of the 
regime’s four main intelligence services o�en responsible for 
extra-judicial detentions. Every detainee is tortured from the very first 
moment of his or her arrest and denied any opportunity to contact his 
or her family or to have access to a lawyer. The authorities also flatly 
deny the arbitrary arrests they have carried out and most of the 
detainees are subsequently categorized as forcibly disappeared.

The Syrian regime and Russia promoted “reconciliation agreements” 
as models for return of displaced Syrians and today we can clearly 
see that these agreements have completely failed to protect or secure 
basic living conditions in the areas they cover, like Daraa for example.  
 Even before recent deteriorations, 74% of the Association’s survey 
respondents in reconciliation areas in 2019 stated that they do not 
feel safe in their area, this number rose to 94% in our 2020 survey. 

In the case of reconciliation areas, 48% of respondents in the 2019 
survey had the intention of leaving regime-controlled areas, while the 
percentage rose to 68% in 2020. And in areas controlled by the 
regime since 2011, the percentage increased from 23% in 2019 to 
47% in 2020. These numbers go in line with those detailed in the 
March 2021 Norwegian Refugee Council report, which projected that 
Syria would see an additional 6 million refugees displaced in the next 
decade if the conflict and repression continue.

The deterioration of living conditions was also another reason for the 
departure of Syrians, and it is also a reason that prevents their return: 
you all know the great economic deterioration that has hit Syria due 
to the regime’s policies, corruption, drug trade, the rise in prices and 
high inflation, with the absence of real job opportunities. We note 
here that the exchange rate of the dollar in 2011 was 50 pounds, and 
today it is 3650 pounds. 
 
Unemployment is at its highest level in Syria, about 90% percent of 
Syrians are below the poverty line, and 60% of them are threatened 
with starvation, according to United Nations statistics last year. 
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Last year, the Association conducted a new study on the situation in 
areas under Syrian regime control and the intentions and orientations 
of the Syrians there through a report titled Normalization of Horror, 
where 500 people living inside the regime’s areas were interviewed 
to provide us with an insight into the security and living reality, the 
impact of sanctions and the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The report, which is the fourth of its kind, underlines the continued 
security and livelihood deterioration and the increase in corruption.  
Syria, under the current regime and its allies Russia and  Iran, has 
become a hub for drug trade corruption militias which work not just 
threaten the lives of Syrians but also destabilize the whole region. 

The report also draws a picture of a society disintegrating under the 
weight of the brutality, paranoia, and corruption of a regime that 
targets even those who have remained loyal to it throughout the 
conflict, not to mention those it considers disloyal or opposed to its 
rule.  

Economic collapse and cancerous corruption at all levels of 
government led it to intensify its security services to increase arbitrary 
arrest and enforced disappearance as tools to earn additional money 
by extorting the families of detainees in return for releasing them or 
just ge�ing some information about the place of their detention. In 
turn, the security apparatus has a real role to play in destroying the 
environment for the economy to function normally, forcing more 
Syrians to flee the country in search of a safe place to live and work.
Of course, the other regions in Syria, such as of eastern Syria or the 
north-west may not be as bad as the regime areas, but they are 
definitely not a safe environment, where human rights violations and 
ethnic discrimination are very severe.

In February 2018, UNHCR developed the Comprehensive Protection 
and Solutions Strategy (CPSS) for Syria based on a set of protection 
thresholds which it said must be met before a safe and dignified 
return of refugees and IDPs is possible.  UNHCR's own position stated 
in the strategy document is that “present conditions in Syria are not 
conducive for voluntary repatriation in safety and dignity.” In March 
2019, UNHCR dra�ed a 'Regional Operational Framework' document 
that included indicators for the thresholds but significantly altered the 
thresholds themselves; including deleting

UNHCR protection thresholds far from met
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some altogether, altering wording or expanding others, and folding 
some into other thresholds. The document was only released publicly 
six months later. The changes create confusion about what exactly the 
protection thresholds are. 

Deleted thresholds cover a reduction in active conflict, the need for an 
agreement between governments and the agency, returnees access 
to justice and law enforcement, and mine and UXO removal. There 
has not been any corresponding change in facts on the ground that 
would suggest such as change was appropriate. SACD's research 
shows that the deleted thresholds and wording relates to thresholds 
that are not being met and where violations and protection concerns 
exist for surveyed returnees. 

SACD believes the changes are unjustified and reduce the levels of 
basic security and protection that must be in place before returns are 
promoted. UNHCR state that the thresholds and strategy will continue 
to be revised and fear that further degradation of the thresholds 
could occur and will lead to premature and unsafe returns.
 
When the findings of SACD research are placed in the context of the 
UNHCR’s own criteria – protection thresholds – we see that the vast 
majority are far from being met, painting a dire picture for any 
refugees or IDPs forced to return before the minimum conditions are 
in place. In particular, the thresholds “the physical, legal and material 
safety of refugees and returnees is ensured” and “every individual’s 
decision to return is informed and genuinely voluntary, without any 
coercion” were far from being met, as the SACD's own research 
clearly demonstrates. UNHCR must be reporting publicly on this 
reality, both to the displaced Syrians so they can make informed 
decisions about return, but also to international policymakers and 
donors. 

For a detailed breakdown of descriptions of protection thresholds not 
being met see the a�ached Annex.
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Conclusions
A safe environment means the safety of any returnees. It means that 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) returning to the 
Syrian State are treated in accordance with the law and the principles 
of justice, on equal basis for all, without favour or preference for one 
party over another whether on ethnic, religious, sectarian, or 
confessional basis, or because of their language, color, beliefs, or 
political a�liation. This is the minimum and a fundamental part in any 
talk about the safe, voluntary and dignified return. It is the 
pre-condition for any possible and sustainable return in the future.

Our message to key stake holders and host states is clear: nowhere in 
Syria is safe to return. We emphasize on the danger of misleading 
Syrians about the existence of a safe environment in Syria already, or 
moving towards some ad-hoc solutions that would only reinforce 
further demographic change in the country. Internal progress of host 
countries will certainly not be accomplished through the politicization 
of refugees. On the contrary, this will only end in dehumanizing 
rhetoric and behaviour, creating more problems and distracting from 
the main issue in Syria: pushing forward the political process with a 
focus on the safe environment and securing the conditions for a real 
safe, voluntary, and dignified return as defined by Syrian displaced 
themselves. 

Premature return will result in no solution, it will violate the lives of 
Syrians and contribute to lasting instability of the region. The waves of 
displacement and instability will continue safe environment is in 
place. 

The political process must be reformed to elevate safe environment to 
the top of political agenda. O�ce of the Special Envoy must work on 
focusing the process on securing the rights and minimum conditions 
for return expressed by refugees and IDPs as a fundamental part of 
any political solution and its individual elements, such as the new and 
credible constitution or elections. Adventurism and dubious “pilot 
projects” on return must be rejected and abandoned.  
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UNHCR must take into account the minimum conditions for return 
defined by the displaced Syrians when determining the minimum 
standards for return. It must meaningfully engage with Syria’s 
displaced in conversations on the reform of the Regional Operational 
Framework and to assess the current thresholds and adjust these in 
line with their views. UNHCR must also provide clear and timely 
information about the current conditions, its ability to provide access 
to and protection of returnees in Syria and refugees in host countries 
that may be in danger of forced or premature return, as well as the 
work that needs to be undertaken to meet the minimum conditions for 
return.
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