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The Right Honourable Andrew Mitchell MP is the Member of Parliament for 
Sutton Coldfield, co-chair of Friends Of Syria All Party Parliamentary Group 
and former Secretary of State for International Development

The conflict in Syria flowed through my office like a 
river during my time as Secretary of State. On the 
border between Syria and Jordan in August 2012, I 
saw thousands of refugees who had fled Syria often 
under gunfire, bombed out of their homes.  We knew 
that a humanitarian catastrophe was looming and 
prepared. We had one job:  to make the lives of the 
displaced tolerable.  

Over the years the UK became the third largest 
donor of aid to Syria – outstripping the whole of the 
EU combined. We put our best and brightest experts 
in the field. Despite the immense challenges we 
faced, we doubled the size of the refugee camps.  
We opened new schools and expanded medical 
facilities.  Of course, none of these measures would 
resolve the conflict in Syria: that was a job for the 
international leaders. But UK development policy did 
provide countless men, women and children with a 
modicum of relief and a dignifying sense that their 
lives mattered.

The disastrous decision to slash our foreign aid 
budget from 0.7% to 0.5% of GNI has punctured 
this legacy. It has done untold damage to the 
UK’s reputation as a superpower soft power, and 
undermined our global leadership. 

As Syria Relief’s report shows, those who will bear 
the brunt of these budget reductions are the world’s 
most vulnerable people, and nowhere is this more 
starkly demonstrated than in Syria. 

We know that thousands of lives have been lost 
as a direct result of the cuts, and many more are 
at risk due to lower funding for programmes such 
as water and sanitation. But statistics are faceless 
and nameless. Behind the facts and figures are real 
people whose stories need to be told. 

This report is an important contribution to bridging 
the gap between the abstract and the relatable. It 
explores the impact of the cuts through the eyes of 
the people who live with the consequences. Hedla 
struggles everyday just feed her children. Fanoush 
cannot afford basic medication to treat his epileptic 
child.  Both worry their families may not survive the 
winter months when temperatures often drop below 
freezing.  

Politicians can pontificate and charities can protest, 
but only those trapped in destitution have the power 
to open minds, capture hearts and inspire change. 
The role of oral history is to document the past and 
learn lessons for the future.  I hope our leaders will 
heed them. 

execUtiVe 
sUmmARy
Earlier this year, despite the protests of the aid and 
development community, the UK government won 
a vote to cut the amount they are legally obliged to 
spend on overseas aid to the world’s poorest and 
most vulnerable people by about £4.5 billion of the 
amount spent in 2019.i

Through its aid budget, the UK government is the 
third biggest aid donor to Syriaii, whose people are 
not only enduring the hardship of 10 years of brutal 
war, but facing humanitarian conditions that are now 
worse than at any other point in the conflict.

Despite the growing need for more support, the UK 
pledged in March 2021 to cut its support to victims of 
the Syrian conflict by a third.iii This report finds that 
83% of Syrian Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and 
93% of Syrian refugees (95% of respondents in total) 
are worried that aid budget cuts from donors will 
impact their situation personally. 

Not only will the UK’s decision to cut its aid budget 
threaten the world’s poorest and most vulnerable 
people, such as the victims of the Syrian conflict, but 
damage the UK’s once considerable soft power, or 
in other words, its ability to gain influence through 
non-coercive means. We asked our respondents 
how the decision to cut the UK aid budget impacted 
their opinion of the UK and 93% (87% of IDPs, 81% of 
refugees) said it has deteriorated as a result.

Most of the respondents have expressed concerns 
regarding the timing of a reduction in donations, 
with winter approaching and the need for scarce 
fuel and shelter placing additional strain on their 
already limited resources. Continuing to cut support 
to displaced Syrians, who are already living below the 
extreme poverty line and are unable to eat regularly, 
at a time when they need to burn fuel in a stove to 
keep warm in their tents, will put thousands of lives 
at risk.

The findings of this report implore the UK 
government to:

1. Reverse its decision to cut the aid budget to 0.5% 
of Gross National Income from 0.7%

2. Ring-fence or increase the funding to displaced 
Syrians as long as the humanitarian needs 
continue to worsen

3. Act immediately to prevent vulnerable lives being 
needlessly lost during winter

This is the only way the UK can protect its own ability 
to project a positive influence across the globe while 
protecting the lives of some of the world’s most 
vulnerable people. 

foRewoRd By 
AndRew mitcHell mP
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AyoUB’s 
stoRy
“My name is Ayoub from Idlib. I am 30-years-old, I 
have a six children and we have been living in a tent 
since 2013. 

“My home was bombed by an air strike. It has now 
gone. I went to Damascus for a year, but I got hit by 
a car. Now I can’t move my arm properly, the entire 
area is broken. I can’t carry heavy items and this 
makes it even more difficult to find work. 

“My wife has medical issues also, after she gave 
birth she kept fainting and getting ill. We found out 
she has inflammation of the spinal cord, her nerve 
endings died one-by-one. She’s been wheelchair 
bound for six years now. She can get it treated but 
she needs a bone marrow biopsy. It costs too much 
money.

“Pre-war, things were good. I used to be a shepherd. 
But now the situation is tough. Everything is 
expensive. I am in debt in two shops.”

“Families like us will be impacted tremendously by 
aid budget cuts from donors. It will be a huge impact. 
It will affect us a lot in the winter, because a fuel 
barrel is 3 million lira (£97). We need four of those to 
survive the winter. Our tent gets freezing cold in the 
winter. Freezing.  The hardest time of year is winter. 
My little children get sick often and I can’t afford to 
take them to hospital.

“I am extremely concerned 
about how I’ll be able to afford 
to survive this winter, with my 
support being cut. I have had to 
go on Facebook and offer to sell 
my kidney in order to survive. 
“None of my children go to school. My eldest 
daughter, Malak, her role is everything. She does 
the washing, she cleans the tent, she looks after her 
younger siblings.” 

3 4
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On November 25th 2020, the UK government 
announced that it would be reducing its spending 
on official development assistance to 0.5% of Gross 
National Income (GNI), despite a legally binding 
commitment to spend 0.7% of GNI under the 
International Development (Official Development 
Assistance Target) Act 2015. This cut represents a 
reduction of £4.5 billion from 2019 to 2021.iv

Although the UK government amendment to the 
aid budget was initially presented as a temporary 
measure, the UK Treasury has said that cuts are to 
remain for at least another three years, with fears of 
another round of cuts emerging due to the Treasury’s 
plans to reclassify “aid” to include spending such 
as debt relief which previously was not classed as 
such.v By the point the government plans to return 
to honouring their 2019 manifesto commitment of 
“proudly maintain[ing] our commitment to spend 
0.7 per cent of GNI on development, and do more to 
help countries receiving aid become self-sufficient”, 
vi it will be 2024-25, the year a general election 
is due, and there are fears among the aid and 
development community that the reduction could 
be made permanent or even deeper as part of a new 
manifesto promise. 

The vote on the aid reduction passed the UK 
Parliament by 333 votes to 298 on July 13th 2021, 
with all opposition parties and 24 Conservative 
rebels, including former Prime Minister Theresa May 
MP, former International Development Secretary 
Andrew Mitchell MP and the chair of the Foreign 
Select Committee Tom Tugendhat MP voting against.
vii

In the debate preceding the vote, Mrs May said:

“[The Government said] that investing that 0.7% was at 
the heart of the vision of the Government’s integrated 
review for the UK “as an active, internationalist, 
problem-solving and burden-sharing nation.” Where is 
that vision now, as the Government turn their back on 
some of the poorest in the world?

“With GNI falling, our funding for aid was falling in 
any case. To reduce it from 0.7% to 0.5% is a double 
blow. This is not about palaces for dictators and vanity 
projects; it is about what cuts to funding mean: fewer 
girls will be educated, more girls and boys will become 
slaves, more children will go hungry and more of the 
poorest people in the world will die.” viii

Labour MP Liam Byrne added to the debate by arguing 
that “[The UK government] are boasting about soft 
power superpower status and then slashing into the 
budget that delivers that soft power.” ix  

The UK aid response to the humanitarian needs 
resulting from the Syrian Civil War is one of the areas 
facing a reduction in funding. Prior to the cuts, the 
UK government was the third biggest aid donor to 
the humanitarian response to the Syrian conflict x, 
which has been raging for 10 years and, with 90% of 
Syrians living below the poverty line and 13.4 million 
in need of humanitarian assistance, the humanitarian 
situation is the worst it has ever been and is 
deteriorating further still.xi

intRodUction 

On March 30th, 2021, days after the world 
commemorated the milestone of 10 years since 
the start of the Syrian conflict, the then UK Foreign 
Secretary Dominic Raab announced that the UK 
will cut its aid to Syria by one-third. The British 
government pledged £205 million, down from the 
£300 million pledged in 2020. However, in 2020 the 
UK actually gave £400 million, so in reality, the cut is 
closer to 50%.xii

In response to the cuts, Syria Relief joined with 
other leading NGOs operating inside Syria, such as 
International Rescue Committee, Mercy Corps, the 
Norwegian Refugee Council, Action Against Hunger 
UK, Care International, Islamic Relief, Christian Aid 
and CAFOD, to appeal to the UK government to 
reverse to the decision, saying:

“This decision risks the lives of 210,000 Syrians who 
rely on UK aid for food every month, as well as the 
100,000 Syrian refugees in the region who depend 
on UK aid for clean water and sanitation,” xiii

Despite our pleas to not cut the amount it sends in 
aid, especially to Syria, the UK government decided 
to press ahead with the cuts. This report will not 
only explore how Syrian refugees and IDPs, some 
of the most vulnerable people who benefit from UK 
aid, fear that the aid cuts will impact them, but will 
monitor how the cuts have affected their perception 
of the UK. 

As Bloomberg’s Mihir Sharma writes:xiv

“[Development assistance] is, in fact, a vital source 
of international reach and power. China has used 
its own money like a bludgeon, creating a web 
of dependence and debt across the continents. 
Meanwhile, U.S., British, and Japanese efforts still 
dwarf China’s in many ways… 

“…Only in the world of development does 
Britain remain globally relevant. When it comes 
to augmenting state capacity, pioneering new 
development paradigms and a host of other 
influential issues, what Whitehall says matters a 
great deal. Britain is not now and never will again be 
a superpower in any other way.”

How do the biggest losers of this aid budget 
reduction see the UK? How has it impacted “Global 
Britain’s” ability to influence? Is this a cut with a 
double-edged sword, slashing at not only the living 
conditions of the world’s poorest people, but at UK 
soft power too? 

6
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HedlA’s
stoRy
“My name is Hedla, I’m originally from Raqqa. 
I am a mother of 11 children.

“We left for safety after an airstrike hit our home. My son was fixing 
something on the wall then our roof collapsed on us, it ruined his eyes. 
He was on a ladder at the time. He’s blind now. We have to guide him 
where ever needs to go. Two of my children are now deaf because of the 
sound of the airstrike. 

“My husband didn’t come with us when we left. He doesn’t call us to 
check on us. We have no contact with him. Four of my children have 
gone. I don’t know where. 

“Since we arrived here, in the refugee camp 
in Lebanon, in 2014, we have not had a single 
moment of happiness. 
“The ripped sheets are to keep the cold and rain out, but they don’t. 
Two of my sons are ill, we can’t afford to take them to the doctor. We 
can’t afford a kilo of rice. We can’t afford a kilo of tomatoes. All we eat is 
bread. Sometimes my son finds rice and lentils in the garbage, he brings 
them home in a bag and I cook it. 

“Sometimes we can’t even afford bread. All of my children sleep on an 
empty stomach when we can’t afford it. It’s embarrassing to keep asking 
for money to buy bread every couple of days.

“Where can we go? Where would we go? I’m in debt to the shop of 7 
million lira, I have no way of paying back. Every month they ask for rent 
and threaten us with eviction, the rent is 600,000. It’s not worth it. It’s 
better if we live outside. But we have little children. We don’t have food 
or clothes. We can’t go to the doctor. What can we do?

“The shop owner wants his 7 million, the landlord wants his money, but 
we can’t afford to eat. 

“I don’t know how we’re going to survive this winter, we don’t have any 
fuel or wood to burn to keep ourselves warm. My son goes through 
bins and brings back old shoes and we burn them in the stove to keep 
ourselves warm. We aren’t even getting any new tarps for our tent to 
keep the cold out. My blind son, he needs thicker clothes. This winter is 
going to be an entirely different experience. 

“I did not know about the UK aid budget cuts, as I cannot read, but I 
worry how less money from donors will impact us. I used to be able to 
afford rent or take a sick child to the doctor or get medicine. Now I won’t 
be able to afford any of that. I can no longer afford anything.”

7 8
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tHe gRowing 
HUmAnitARiAn 
cRisis in syRiA 

The UN said in September that the humanitarian needs in Syria are “greater than ever”.xv

The economic cost of the Syrian conflict is estimated to be $1.2 trillion (£870 billion). xvi 

90% of Syrians are living in poverty,xvii an increase of 12.5% since 2020.xviii    

13.4 million Syrians are in need of some form of humanitarian assistance, a 21% increase 
since 2020.xix

12.4 million people suffering from food insecurity, a 57% increase since 2020. xx   

12.2 million lacking regular access to clean water. xxi

13.5 million Syrians have been forced from their homes, 6.8 million Syrians are 
refugees and 6.7 million people are internally displaced inside Syria. xxii   

1.1 million Syrian refugees and IDPs have been forced into poverty due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and 1.4 million people in Syria into food insecurity. xxiii   

Civilian life has been targeted throughout 10 years of war, half of all hospitals and 
healthcare centresxxiv and over 40% of all schools have been destroyed or damaged. xxv  

Living below the poverty line leads to rises in child labour, 
child marriage and recruitment into fighting.xxvi

10
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ABdUlRAHeem’s 
stoRy
“My name is Abdulraheem. I am a father of 9, originally from 
Raqqa.

“I have been living here, in a tent on the Lebanese border with 
Syria for almost 8 years.  Me, my children and my then-pregnant 
wife were smuggled into the country, the journey was horrible, 
you either make it or you don’t. Either survive or die.

“We have to leave Raqqa as you couldn’t live. Living is extremely 
hard there. Getting food was a struggle. My children witnessed 
air strikes. One is still suffering from trauma and is suffering 
from urinary incontinence. 

“One of my children has a growth hormone issue, another has a 
thyroid problem, another has a speech impediment. They have 
not had an education. We have no educational system in the 
refugee camp. When you ask why that is, they say it because 
there is not enough aid funding for that. 

“Before the war, we lived in a normal life. School was free, 
healthcare was, things were good. I used to travel between Syria 
and Lebanon for work, I was in construction. Now we are living 
in a tent, the financial situation is hard, it’s freezing cold in the 
winter and scorching hot in the summer. Basic needs are hard to 
acquire. We have to pay 50,000 lira every time we want water in 
our tank. We have to beg the man to come. 

“The reduction of aid budgets by donors 
is going to affect us greatly. Winter is the 
worst time this could happen. 
“The economic situation here has hit us hard, we can’t collect 
fuel to heat our tent for winter so we have to collect wood and 
what we have isn’t enough. Medicine that used to cost us 5,000 
lira costs us 100,000 now. It would be cheaper to send someone 
to Syria to get the medication.

“The aid we get is all spend on food. I can’t afford any meat, I 
can’t afford clothes, I can’t afford footwear and now we are being 
partially cut off from the aid. The are 9 of us, but now we only 
get support for 6.” 

Due to the financial hardship, Abdulraheem’s 12-year-old son 
Hamza is forced to pack tissues for 10 hours a day, for 20,000 
lira (approximately 75p). All this is given to the family to help 
them survive. 

11 12
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A survey on attitudes towards the impact of aid cuts 
was disseminated to IDPs inside Syria and Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon. The multiple choice questions 
and answers available to each recipient, which 
informed this report were:

Were you aware that the US and UK government 
were cutting aid funding that helps people affected 
by the Syrian crisis? 

Yes /
No /
Don’t_Know_/

Are you worried about how donors’ reduction in aid 
budgets will impact you?

Yes / 
No / 
Don’t_Know_/

Has your opinion on the UK been affected by the 
announcement of their aid budget reduction? 

My opinion on the UK has deteriorated

My opinion on the UK has improved

My opinion on the UK has not changed

metHodology

For quantitative results from Syria, Syria Relief 
conducted a survey of 719 IDPs across 41 separate 
informal settlements for IDPs in the governorates 
of Aleppo and Idlib. Surveys were distributed and 
filled out on the 19th, 20th and 21st October 2021. 
Respondents from the camp were all aged 18 or over 
and selected at random and given an electronic link 
to the survey via Kobo. 

For quantitative results from Lebanon, Syria Relief’s 
implementing partner URDA conducted the survey 
of 400 Syrians with refugee status living camps, 
house and other types of accommodation across 
six separate locations in Beqa’a Governorate and 
the Baalbek-Hermel Governorate of Lebanon. All 
respondents were aged 18 or over, selected at 
random in accordance to age, but were selected 
with an equal gender split (200 men, 200 women). 
Respondents were given an electronic link to the 
survey via Kobo between Thursday 7th October 2021 
and Thursday 14th October 2021, enabling them 
to fill it out anonymously so that they could answer 
sensitive information and to prevent hope of aid or 
any material remuneration from influencing their 
answer. 

1,119 respondents (719 IDPs in Northwest Syria and 
400 refugees in Lebanon) filled out the survey in 
total, however four IDPs in Northwest Syria did not 
give written consent for the information they gave 
to be used in this report, so their information will be 
excluded from the analysis. So the total number of 
respondents to be analyses will be 1,115 (715 IDPs in 
Northwest Syria and 400 refugees in Lebanon).

Qualitative results from Lebanon were sourced 
through intimate dialogue sessions with eight willing 
participants, conducted by Syria Relief staff and 
URDA staff in the privacy of the respondent’s home. 
All participants who were interviewed were Syrians 
with refugee status living in informal settlements in 
six separate locations across Beqa’a Governorate 
and the Baalbek-Hermel Governorate of Lebanon. 
Unlike the survey, these studies were not done 
anonymously, but each respondent gave their 
expressed permission for their identity to be shared. 

هل كنت على علم بأن الواليات المتحدة وحكومة 
المملكة المتحدة كانتا تقطعان تمويل المساعدات 

لمساعدة المتضررين من األزمة السورية؟
نعم
ال

ال_تعرف

هل أنت قلق بشأن تأثير تخفيض المانحين في ميزانيات 
المساعدات عليك؟

نعم
ال

ال_تعرف

هل تأثر رأيك في المملكة المتحدة باإلعالن عن 
تخفيض ميزانية المساعدة؟

لقد تدهور رأيي في المملكة المتحدة

لقد تحسن رأيي في المملكة المتحد

رأيي في المملكة المتحدة لم يتغير

14
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Ali’s
stoRy
“My name is Ali, I’m originally from Raqqa. I fled in 2013 due 
to the violence, then I returned, but left a second time after 
ISIS took over. 

“There are 11 of us living in this tent. My family and my 
daughter’s family, all under one sheet. Living is hard. I am 7 
million lira in debt. I have diabetes and high blood pressure, 
my wife has heart problems but we can’t afford the medicine. 
We can’t afford anything. We keep borrowing money just to 
survive. 

“I have to send my 13-year-old and 12-year-old to work. 
No school or anything of the sort. They harvest grapes. My 
children’s future is ruined. They don’t receive an education. 
One child was getting an online education via a mobile phone 
but it was not good enough. Now she goes to work to bring 
home money for food. They earn 30,000 lira (approximately 
98p) a day working from 7am until 4.30pm. 

“Winter is harsh. We are concerned we will not get enough 
fuel to heat our tents. We are worried about the children. We 
have to rent this tent, it costs 400,000 lira and the land costs 
200,000. 600,000 lira a month to live in a tent. The tent leaks 
from the roof when it rains. Fuel is scarce and expensive. A 
bag of wood is between 40-60,000 lira. How can I afford that? 
A bottle of oil is 200,000. A bag of sugar is 260,000 we can’t 
afford anything. We have nothing to sacrifice to buy fuel this 
winter. We have blankets. When we’re cold we will bunch up 
beneath our blankets and be quiet.

“I heard about these budget cuts, it will 
effect tremendously. 6 of us have just 
been cut off from the cash support we 
were getting. Our living expenses are 
high anyway, everything in the market 
is too expensive for us. 
“I won’t be able to afford all the essential things needed. 
Sugar, rice, bulger, it’s not going to be enough. I won’t be able 
to afford our medication.”
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findings 
Were you aware that the US and UK government 
were cutting aid funding that helps people affected 
by the Syrian crisis? 

هل كنت على علم بأن الواليات المتحدة وحكومة المملكة المتحدة كانتا 
تقطعان تمويل المساعدات لمساعدة المتضررين من األزمة السورية؟

Are you worried about how donors’ reduction in aid 
budgets will impact you? 

هل أنت قلق بشأن تأثير تخفيض المانحين في ميزانيات المساعدات عليك؟

Number Yes No Don’t know
Syria 407 245 63
Lebanon 307 84 9
Total 714 329 72
Percentage
Syria 56.92 34.27 8.81
Lebanon 76.75 21.00 2.25
Total 70.34 32.41 7.09

نعمال ال تعرف

Number Yes No Don’t know
Syria 594 81 40
Lebanon 372 22 6
Total 966 103 46
Percentage
Syria 83.08 11.33 5.59
Lebanon 93.00 5.50 1.50
Total 95.17 10.15 4.53

نعمال ال تعرف

Has your opinion on the UK been affected by the 
announcement of their aid budget reduction? 

هل تأثر رأيك في المملكة المتحدة باإلعالن عن تخفيض ميزانية 
المساعدة؟

Number My opinion 
on the UK 
has deteri-
orated 

My opinion 
on the UK 
has im-
proved 

My opinion 
on the UK 
has not 
changed 

Syria 407 245 63
Lebanon 307 84 9
Total 714 329 72
Percentage
Syria 56.92 34.27 8.81
Lebanon 76.75 21.00 2.25
Total 70.34 32.41 7.09

لقد تدهور رأيي 
في المملكة 

المتحدة

لقد تحسن رأيي 
في المملكة 

المتحد

رأيي في المملكة 
المتحدة لم يتغير

The findings reveal that 70% of respondents (57% of 
IDPs in Syria and 77% of refugees in Lebanon) were 
aware of cuts to the aid budget. This shows that the 
majority in both locations are aware of it, however 
more so in the refugee community in Lebanon than 
the IDP community in Syria.

95% of respondents (83% of IDPs and 93% of 
refugees) are worried about the impact aid cuts 
will have on them. The discrepancy in the context 
could be due to impoverished IDPs in northwest 
Syria being in an active conflict zone, as this poses 
a greater threat to their livelihoods than aid cuts; 
in comparison to refugees in Lebanon whose main 
threat is solely the poverty. However, it must not 
be underplayed hat the level of concern of IDPs in 
Syria is still huge, and almost 17 in 20 respondents 
have expressed fear regarding how aid cuts will 
impact their quality of life. As awareness of the aid 
cuts prior to the survey, was higher among refugees 
than IDPs, this could also have played a factor in why 
more refugees are concerned, as they had longer to 
consider the implications for them personally. 

Finally, 93% of respondents (87% of IDPs and 81% 
of refugees) have expressed that their opinion on 
the UK has deteriorated since finding out that they 
are cutting their aid budget to the Syrian context. 
15% (13% of IDPs and 16% of refugees) said their 
opinion has not changed. 4% of refugees, but not a 
single IDP said their opinion on the UK has improved. 
This shows the most uniform answer across both 
contexts – British soft power, among beneficiary 
communities, has taken a huge hit. 

Anyone who has worked in a refugee or IDP camp, 
wherever they are in the world, will be familiar 
with seeing signs near projects funded by “UK Aid”. 
Prior to the UK’s decision to cut its aid budget, the 
UK was synonymous to beneficiaries with aid and 
development projects. When the UK announced its 
intent to reduce the support they are giving to people 
when they are in their hour of need, it should come 
as no shock that the national standing in the eyes of 
the very same people is significantly damaged. 

Anecdotally, every displaced person we spoke to, as 
part of this study, expressed concern about being 
able to survive the winter with reduced support 
from aid organisations due to reduction in budgets. 
Despite the misconception that the Middle East is 
“hot” all year round, areas of Lebanon and Syria 
routinely drop well below freezing during the winter, 
and there are numerous cases of displaced people 
freezing to death due to inadequate shelter and 
cold temperatures exacerbating pre-existing health 
conditions. 

In conclusion, the UK’s decision to cut its aid budget 
has not only caused some of the most vulnerable 
people in the world to believe it will further 
deteriorate their living conditions and put lives at 
risk, especially during the winter months, but it has 
also had a negative impact on British soft power. 
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fAnoUsH’s
stoRy
“My name is Fanoush, I am a father of 6. It took us 13 days of walking to get to safety. 
Smugglers got us here, they point out the mines to you on the way. 

“We left our home four years ago and life has been very difficult. There is a huge 
difference in our quality of life between now and before the war started. I used to work 
in the cotton industry. But now, I’ve been wearing this same item of clothing for four 
years now, my cousin gave it to me. I also have a shirt and pair of trousers that I wear if 
I’m going to the doctor or a special occasion and that is it. Nothing I have is purchased by 
me, they’re all donations from my relatives.

“My daughter Zahra is 6-years-old. She has cerebral palsy and epilepsy; she also suffers 
from developmental dysplasia of the hip. The doctor told us not to bother with surgery 
or treatment because she won’t ever be able to walk. The medication used to cost 11,000 
lira, now they cost 100,000. I can’t even find them. I’ve been looking for 3 days. She needs 
3ml twice-a-day, but has had nothing for days.

“She has a very weak immune system and, in winter, she has to go to hospital every 
three months. The tent is made from nylon, it is too thin, we are struggling to provide 
her with an environment that reduce her chances of getting ill.

“My eldest daughter has a condition called sialadenitis in her parotid glands. Her entire 
face becomes swollen and very painful. It could be treated with surgery, but it would 
cost 1 million lira and we cannot afford this. She is unable to chew, she can only swallow 
her food. We need to remove her tonsils and feed her special milk, but we can’t afford it 
anymore. We want to feed her rice and yoghurt, but we cannot afford the yoghurt. 

“This winter will be a struggle. Only God can help us. I 
don’t know what we will do. 
“I have 80 litres of fuel stored from last winter to keep us warm. We deprive ourselves of 
basic just meet the medical needs of our children. 

“I wish we could go to another country, it would be best for my children. The children 
aren’t getting an education. No refugees here are able to reach secondary school. The 
primary education only teaches them to read and write. 

“Lots of families are sending their children to work, but we are too worried for their 
safety. They are too young to be working. My wife cannot go and work, she needs to look 
after Zahra, because she needs attentive care. Her siblings are too young to be looking 
after her. 

“I am looking for work, but I don’t have an education or a business. Jobs are hard to find 
for a labourer. 

“Many people are having their support cut due to aid budget cuts. The impact will begin 
to show soon, it might take some time, but it will be a very obvious impact. People like 
us, big families, don’t get cut off usually, it’s usually smaller families. The amount of aid 
we receive in a month leaves us with almost nothing. We can’t afford to be cut.”
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RecommendAtions
We believe that the fear among Syrian refugees and 
IDPs about the impact of UK aid budget cuts is so 
high because they are already feeling the impacts of 
reduced aid programmes as well as grappling with 
deteriorating living conditions due to the worsening 
humanitarian situation. For Syrians displaced by the 
conflict, life has never been worse. Winter always 
makes their situation tougher. To cut funding to 
them now, of all times, is going to cause serious 
harm and, most likely, death. 

However, Syrians are not the only victims of the cut, 
so too are British people. The results show how aid 
budget cuts impact the UK’s soft power. With almost 
19 in 20 displaced Syrians expressing that their 
opinion of the UK has deteriorated due to the aid 
budget cuts, it is clear that it has done a lot of harm 
to Britain’s ability to influence the world in a positive 
way, not just the people of Syria.

The former Foreign Office permanent secretary Lord 
Rickets, has described the impact of the aid budget 
cuts as “pretty disastrous”, adding: xxvii

“Britain’s reputation as a global leader in 
development and poverty alleviation, built up over 
20 years with DfID [the Department for International 
Development, now rolled into the Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office] is being 
damaged… that chips away at the idea of Britain as a 
force for good” 

To address the problems raised by the findings, we 
make the following recommendations: 

1. Reverse the cuts 
We recommend that the aid cuts are reversed and 
that the UK government immediately recommits 
to spending 0.7% of GNI on overseas aid, as per 
its manifesto pledges in 2015, 2017 and 2019. 
The argument for the cuts are that they are in 
fact motivated by a COVID-19 driven recession. 
However, as Mihir Sharma points out, the UK’s 
defence budget has risen by the same amount. 
This suggests that the government is prioritising 
hard power over soft power. Gaining influence by 
buying missiles rather than meals, guns rather than 
grants, tanks rather than water tanks.xxviii Reversing 
this decision is not a matter of raising money, but a 
matter of realigning national priorities. In order to 
salvage the credibility of the government’s “Global 
Britain” project and to portray the UK as a nation 
who wants to gain influence by supporting other 
nations rather than coercing them, this is the right 
decision for them to make.

2. Ring-fence or increase funding 
for displaced Syrians

We also recommend, as 0.7% of GNI in a time of 
recession would still mean a significant aid budget 
cut, that projects which help Syrians during a time 
when humanitarian needs are worsening, is at least 
ring-fenced, if not increased. Any significant cuts to 
aid projects in Syria by a major donor like the UK 
government will only cause more suffering, which 
can only be addressed by more funding in the long-
term. 

As Syria Relief stated in our March 2021 report, The 
Destruction You Can’t See: A report into the prevalence 
of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms 
amongst IDPs and refugees from the Syrian conflict, 
99 in 100 IDPs and 3 in 4 refugees have PTSD 
symptoms, yet access to mental health support is 
limited for most. Especially in active conflict zones, 
like northwest Syria, where traumatic incidents 
happen daily, there is a growing need for increased 
funding for mental health support. However, only 
1% of respondents in Idlib said they were aware of 
mental health services that are available to them. 
The UK government should be looking not just 
at maintaining funding for current projects but 
increasing funding to meet the humanitarian needs 
that are growing in scale and complexity, such as 
mental health provisions.

3. Act immediately
The impending sub-zero temperatures throughout 
winter creates added vulnerabilities for displaced 
people across Syria and the neighbouring countries, 
such as Lebanon. The rising cost and scarcity of fuel 
this winter, coupled with reduced support due to 
cuts from donors, is forcing families to make difficult 
choices in order to survive; choosing between eating 
or heating, taking children out of school and sending 
them to work, burning plastics and creating toxic 
fumes, just to stay warm. In order to reduce the 
number of lives lost due to these budget cuts, the 
reversal of this decision needs to be made urgently.
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ABoUt syRiA Relief
Syria Relief is the UK’s leading Syria-focused NGO. 
We were established in September 2011, just a 
few months after the conflict in Syria began and 
humanitarian needs started to grow. Dismayed 
at the rapidly unfolding crisis in Syria, a group of 
friends of Syrian heritage came together to provide 
emergency humanitarian aid in the region, for what 
was initially assumed to be a short-term project. 
Now we have provided aid to over 10 million 
people, we operated 316 schools, 14 hospitals and 
healthcare facilities and are building a new town to 
help address the displacement crisis in Syria. 

Today, we are working on the ground in some of the 
hardest to reach areas of Syria and its neighbouring 
countries. We have established field offices in Syria, 
Jordan, Iraq and Turkey and work through partners 
in Lebanon. 

By working closely with our partners and offices 
on the ground, we are able to distribute aid in an 
effective, efficient and transparent way to ensure 
that we make a sustainable and meaningful 
difference in the communities we are supporting. 
Since the start of the intensification of violence in 
Idlib in 2019, seven of Syria Relief’s schools and two 
of our healthcare facilities have been bombed. 

Through our parent charity, Action For Humanity, 
we also have active projects in Yemen, the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories and projects that help people 
in the UK who have been negatively impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

You can donate to Syria Relief at www.syriarelief.org.
uk or call 0161 860 0163
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