Syria

In the context of conflict and transitional
governance, UNDP supported recovery
and resilience through conflict-sensitive,
community-and area-based approaches.

COUNTRY SNAPSHOT

After 14 years of conflict, Syria entered a political transition in December 2024, and international economic sanctions were
lifted gradually in mid-2025. As a result of the decade of conflict, the Human Development Index score dropped to its 1975
level, and the GDP shrunk to 25% of the 2010 pre-war level, 50% of the country infrastructure has been destroyed. In 2025,
almost 70% of the population requires humanitarian assistance and 66% of the population is in need of food assistance
or livelihood support. There are 4,300,000 registered Syrian refugees, mostly living in neighboring countries. While 1.35
million Syrian returned to their country after the fall of the regime, uncertainties regarding essential services and the state of
the economy continue to affect the prospects for return. In addition to refugees abroad, millions remain internally displaced
within Syria, often living in precarious conditions with limited access to services and protection. Basic services such as
healthcare, education, water, and electricity remain severely disrupted, especially in conflict-affected areas, impeding both
return and reintegration efforts. The political transition remains fragile, with localized violence and clashes, and supporting
the reconstruction and recovery would need strengthening governance, social cohesion and reconciliation.

COUNTRY-LEVEL HDP NEXUS OPERATIONALIZATION

« Thematic: Six UN agencies including UNDP are implementing the UN Joint Programme on Urban and Rural Resilience in
Syria to deliver synergized recovery and resilience interventions while maintaining emergency assistance. The project was
conducted under a conflict-sensitive, area-based methodology focused on local engagement and durable recovery. The
programme built the capacities of local community stakeholders on conflict-sensitive recovery, rehabilitated community
assets and created livelihood opportunities to affected communities. A second iteration started in 2024.

« Coordination: Before the political transition, Nexus coordination was constrained by the UN Secretary General’s
Parameters and Principles, which limited UN engagement inside Syria to life saving and early recovery activities.
This restricted the scope for joint development and peace programming. With the transition process now underway,
stakeholders including UNDP, UN entities, donors, and INGOs have begun exploring options for future HDP coordination,
including during a multi-stakeholder roundtable held in February 2025 UNDP is leading the Early recovery cluster.

ENABLERS AND CONSTRAINTS

- Enablers: Shifting to area-based and participatory joint planning helped navigate the political sensitivities and align
emergency assistance and early recovery programming at the local level, bringing more coherence between the HDP
pillars.

- Constraints: Institutional fragility and weak capacities of the current transitional authorities hamper their ability to
coordinate and absorb programming effectively; unclear legal and policy frameworks for governance, service delivery,
and reconstruction; Fragmented authority and contested legitimacy erode trust between citizens, local governance
actors, and international partners; volatile security dynamics coupled with ongoing displacement continue to restrict safe
and sustained access; severe resource scarcity and fiscal weakness prevent the authorities from adequately meeting
citizen needs or co-financing recovery initiatives, reinforcing dependency on external aid.

UNDP’S ROLE AND CONTRIBUTION

Since 2021, UNDP Syria has shifted from isolated projects to an integrated, conflict-sensitive,
participatory early recovery approach aligned with the Nexus. This strategy emphasizes
local ownership, resilience-building, and sustainable coordination across sectors. UNDP is
implementing a conflict sensitive, participatory, local area-based approach, building local
capacities for peace. It does so primarily in two ways: by addressing local peace and conflict
drivers through its programming (for example, unequal access to services or livelihoods;
competition over natural resources like water; rejection of former ISIS families, etc.) and by using
early recovery interventions as platforms for dialogue between communities and between
communities and local authorities.

UNDP Syria piloted in 2021 in Aleppo and Hama a Participatory Local Recovery Planning
(PLRP) process to empower communities—including women, youth, people with disabilities,
IDPs, and host populations—to jointly lead context sensitivity analysis and local recovery
processes towards resilience. The process helps aligning programmes of UN agencies and
other humanitarian actors operating within the same territory. The UNCT and the Humanitarian
Country Team is scaling up the main principles of this approach through conflict-sensitive,
inclusive and participatory area-based approach, in which community dialogue and participation
remains the foundation. By involving communities in the planning and implementation of
interventions, and by addressing the causes of local tensions (e.g. unequal access to services,
competition for livelihood opportunities between returnees, IDPs and host communities, etc.),
trust and cooperation were strengthened in target communities.

The Area-Based Return Support (ABRS) initiative, launched in 2022 under the Return and
Reintegration Working Group (RRWG), co-chaired by UNHCR and UNDP has gained renewed
relevance in 2024 as an inter-agency and phased model to align humanitarian, long-term
recovery and development interventions in support of returnees and host communities.
Piloted across eight target locations through Area Humanitarian Country Teams (AHCTSs),
it has demonstrated the value of locally owned, protection-centered, conflict-sensitive,
and participatory approaches to advancing integrated recovery, while fostering inclusive
community planning, resilience-building, service reactivation, and inter-agency collaboration
across sectors and mandates.

UNDRP is leading UN-wide efforts to support resilient recovery following the 2023 earthquake.
This includes assessments, community-led reconstruction, and integration into the broader
HDP Nexus approach from assessment to implementation.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR UNDP SCALED-UP ENGAGEMENT

The scaled-up Area-Based Return Support Plus (ABRS+) expands the approach into a flexible,
adaptive, and risk-informed vehicle for durable, improving conditions for voluntary, safe, and
well-informed return. The ABRS+ advances five interlinked outcomes—Return, Reintegration,
Recovery, Resilience, and Reconciliation—through locally tailored, area-based approaches
that integrate protection, recovery, development, and peacebuilding. The ABRS+ provides a
platform to move beyond short-term relief towards long-term, development-oriented solutions
to displacement, strengthening aid coherence, deepening inter-agency and government
engagement, and addressing the root causes of displacement. As return movements increase
and access improves, ABRS+ offers UNDP a timely and scalable opportunity to operationalize
a Whole-of-Syria approach, bridging immediate recovery needs with sustainable development
and enabling communities to rebuild with resilience and hope.
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