
After 14 Years of Conflict, Can Barriers to 
Education in Syria Be Overcome?

Anna Cervi and Erica Moret

April 2025



 
 

 

 
 

After 14 Years of Conflict,  
Can Barriers to Education in Syria Be Overcome? 

 
Anna Cervi  
Erica Moret  

 
April 2025 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 2 of 24 
 

About the Authors 

Anna Cervi is a trained mediator and coordinator of the Italian Network for International 
Mediation, established by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. With over 15 years of 
experience in conflict zones like Syria, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and the Darfur region of 
Sudan, she specializes in humanitarian diplomacy and sanctions research. 

Cervi holds two degrees from the University of Bologna and a Master of Science from the 
University of Oxford. She has led research on the impacts of sanctions on energy, finance, 
education, food security, water, and gender amid humanitarian crises. Her Syria-related work 
includes the Oxfam GB report, “Turn on the Light," and a study for the Italian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, conducted by the University of Verona and A World of Sanctions, an Italian 
research center, on sanctions and humanitarian exceptions, with Syria as a case study. 

She is co-founder of the Italian Initiative for International Mediation, an associate of the School 
of Development, Innovation and Change, and a member of the Mediterranean Women 
Mediators Network. She has shared her mediation and research expertise with various entities, 
including international humanitarian organizations, universities, the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe, the Centre for Defense Higher Studies , the European Security and 
Defence College, the European Centre for Electoral Support, and Women in International 
Security Italy. 

  

  

Erica Moret holds a doctorate from the University of Oxford and is also a graduate of France’s 
Ecole Nationale d’Administration. A former scholar and diplomat, she has led policy research, 
high-level multi-stakeholder dialogues, and teaching and training on sanctions, humanitarian 
assistance, and financial inclusion for the European Union and the United Nations. She’s also 
provided policy advice and evidence on sanctions to the U.S., Canada, U.K., and Switzerland. 
Her work on Syria includes several studies on sanctions and humanitarian exemptions, as well 
as roles convening the Compliance Dialogue on Syria-Related Humanitarian Payments for the 
Swiss government, European Commission (DG ECHO), and World Bank, and Syrian Remittances: 
Dynamics, Volume and Future for the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia. 

At the time of writing, she was the policy director at PoliSync, Centre for International Policy 
Engagement, and senior researcher at the Global Governance Centre and Centre for 
Humanitarian Studies at the Graduate Institute in Geneva. 

 
 



Page 3 of 24 
 

 
 

Contents 
  

 

 

 

 

 

List of Acronyms ............................................................................................................................................ 4 

Executive Summary ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

Recommendations ........................................................................................................................................ 6 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................................... 7 

2. Key drivers hindering education in Syria ............................................................................................... 8 

Box 1: Overview of main U.S. and EU sanctions, and export controls exceptions related to education in 

Syria ............................................................................................................................................................. 10 

3. Implications of cross-cutting challenges on education provision in Syria ........................................... 12 

3.1. Lack of safe learning spaces ........................................................................................................ 12 

3.2. Lack of qualified and experienced teachers ................................................................................ 13 

3.3. Insufficient teaching and learning equipment, tools, and technology ........................................ 15 

4. Conclusion............................................................................................................................................ 16 

Endnotes ..................................................................................................................................................... 18 

 

 



Page 4 of 24 
 

List of Acronyms 
 
AML   Anti-money laundering  
BIS    Bureau of Industry and Security (U.S.) 
Bln   Billion 
CFR   Code of Federal Regulations 
CFSP  EU Common Foreign and Security Policy 
CT    Counterterrorism  
CTF   Counterterrorist financing 
DOC  Department of Commerce (U.S.) 
EAR   Export Administration Regulations (U.S.) 
EO    Executive order 
EU    European Union 
FATF  Financial Action Task Force 
FTO   Foreign terrorist organization 
GCPEA  Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack 
GDP   Gross domestic product 
GL    General license 
GoS   Government of Syria 
HTS   Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
ICRC  International Committee of the Red Cross 
ICT    Information and communications technology 
IHL    International humanitarian law  
INGO(s)   International Nongovernmental Organization(s) 
IT   Information technology 
MSB(s)   Money service business(es)  
NCA   National competent authority 
NGO(s)   Nongovernmental organization(s) 
OFAC   Office of Foreign Assets Control 
SDF   Syrian Democratic Forces  
SL   Specific license 
SSR   U.S. Syrian aanctions regulations 
SYP   Syrian pound  
U.K.   United Kingdom 
U.N.   United Nations  
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
UN OCHA  United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
UNICEF   United Nations Children's Fund 
UNSC   United Nations Security Council  
UNSCR  United Nations Security Council Resolution 
U.S.   United States 
USB   Universal serial bus 
USD   U.S. dollars  
UXO(s)   Unexploded ordnance(s) 
WASH   Water, sanitation, and hygiene 



Page 5 of 24 
 

Executive Summary  
 

Syria is now in a critical transition period that could shape its future. With Bashar al-Assad's 24-year rule 
ending in December 2024, Syria faces a significant political shift that presents a valuable opportunity to 
revitalize its universal education system.  

 

This report aims to identify barriers to education in the country after 14 years of conflict. Based on a 
combination of primary and secondary sources, including consultations with practitioners and experts 
working in Syria, this report suggests a framework for streamlining greater support for the schooling of 
children and young people in the country. It outlines a series of challenges that include protracted political 
fragmentation, safety and security concerns, forced displacement, infrastructure destruction, restrictive 
donor agreements, insufficient investment, socioeconomic challenges, a mounting energy crisis, and 
regulatory complexity. It goes on to discuss these in relation to the availability of safe learning spaces, lack 
of qualified and experienced teachers, and barriers to access teaching and learning equipment, tools, and 
technology. 

 

For over a decade, Syria was divided into three main areas of political control, each utilizing different 
curricula and demonstrating varying abilities to provide and safeguard educational services. This situation 
has also made it difficult for students to have their education formally recognized and certified. The safety 
and psychological well-being of students is a significant concern, also due to the continuation of instability 
in the country and extensive contamination of unexploded ordnances (UXOs). Large-scale forced 
displacement and destruction of infrastructure, including schools, have compounded challenges to 
education, including for those with disabilities. International political restrictions on reconstruction and 
development activities, made conditional on viable steps toward a negotiated conflict settlement, have 
hindered attempts to invest in universal education in Syria. Furthermore, despite the display of solidarity 
by the international community with the Syrian population, insufficient donor investments have gone into 
the sector, amounting to only 5% of the total funding committed. Inflation and the depreciation of the 
Syrian pound have forced many families to deprioritize education over other essential needs. The severe 
energy crisis impacts schooling, whether students are homeschooled or in classrooms, making learning 
spaces unconducive to education. A complex set of regulations, including sanctions and export controls, 
have knock-on effects on education, resulting in over-compliance and financial sector de-risking. Export 
controls are found to have an especially negative impact on the availability of teaching equipment and 
technologies.   

 

While endeavoring to address multifaceted contextual challenges, the ongoing political transition in Syria 
is grappling with the challenges deriving from fragmented education curricula and diverse value systems 
within the country (e.g., cultural, religious, and political). This report offers a series of recommendations 
for donors, education responders, and sanctioning and export control authorities, aimed at 
complementing efforts owned and led by Syria to revitalize its education system. These include broadened 
financial and logistical support, clearer guidance on permissible activities in relation to education in Syria, 
and removal of barriers to essential teaching and learning tools and equipment. Furthermore, the report 
recommends harmonizing donor approaches to education programming across all parts of Syria, with an 
emphasis on long-term investments in equipping teachers and restoring conducive learning 
environments, including school rehabilitation. It concludes by underscoring the urgent need for decisive 
action from the international community to address the educational barriers facing children and young 
people in Syria, in line with global commitments to advancing education in the country. 
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Recommendations 
The international community should work in tandem with Syrian  initiatives, including those promoted by 
local actors, as they thoughtfully navigate and work toward harmonizing the complexities highlighted in 
this paper. In particular: 
 
Donors and education aid responders1 
− Support the relaunch and the update of the Syrian regular schooling system for all children and youth 

across the country by coordinating with duty-bearers and civil society organizations. 
− Leverage existing resources to harmonize the transition from emergency and non-formal education 

activities toward more sustainable solutions. 
− Broaden the base of financial and logistical support to educational activities in the country, including 

through longer-term, multi-year engagement across all parts of Syria.  
− Support, finance, and engage in international multistakeholder (public and private) dialogue to 

identify opportunities to support education in Syria and resolve current bottlenecks.  
− Provide support for the scaling up of the rehabilitation and/or modernization of schools to create safe 

and inclusive learning spaces, which should include equipment, well-maintained water, sanitation, 
and hygiene facilities, electricity facilities, and distribution networks. 

− Support longer-term investments to increase and stabilize the availability of qualified and experienced 
teachers in the Syrian schooling system.  

− Remove digital education access barriers arising from lack of electricity, internet connectivity, and 
eroded purchasing power of families and teachers. 
 

Sanctioning and export control authorities,with support from multistakeholder or tri-sector 
groups2 
− Provide a more explicit and detailed reference to education, and related goods and services, in 

sanctions and export control regulations and exemptions.  
− Provide clear guidance on the scope of permissible activities in relation to the access to equipment 

and technology required for education in Syria under the relevant sanctions and export controls.  
− Identify education-related activities that can be conducted within the framework of existing 

humanitarian carve-outs and the associated guidelines of sanctions frameworks..3 
− Consider expanding exemptions to enable access to necessary supplies, technologies, and software 

required to offer education in Syria —including computers, other ICT technologies, and generators.  
− Expedite and prioritize licenses issued by the U.S. Department of Commerce to purchase equipment, 

technology, learning aids, and other goods for aid organizations supporting formal and nonformal 
education in Syria.  

− Engage proactively in multistakeholder dialogue to regularly reassess whether existing humanitarian 
safeguards are providing enough to carry out education activities, deliver education supplies in Syria 
to meet priority needs, and resolve any bottlenecks. 

− Engage in outreach with and offer clear reassurance to financial institutions to facilitate the processing 
of payments for educational purposes, as part of broader efforts to reduce bank de-risking. 

− Engage with relevant actors involved in the supply chain and with private sector companies to 
encourage the release of online communication and educational and training modules that are 
currently unavailable in Syria due to overcompliance.  



Page 7 of 24 
 

 

1. Introduction 

Syria represents one of the largest and most complex humanitarian crises in recent history, with more 
than 16 million people requiring some form of humanitarian assistance in 2025.4 The country also suffers 
from a related and unprecedented education crisis,5 affecting 7.2 million people, most of them children 
and young people of schooling age as of 2024.6 In the words of) UNICEF, “[t]he education system in Syria 
is overstretched, underfunded, fragmented, and unable to provide safe, equitable, and sustained services 
to millions of children.”7 Despite domestic and international consensus on the urgency surrounding the 
need for better support for education in Syria,8 interventions to date — including those carried out by 
local authorities, civil society groups, NGOs and the U.N.— have faced significant barriers and continue to 
encounter severe challenges, necessitating decisive action, including by the international community.  

Syria is at a pivotal moment that could define its future. With the end of Bashar al-Assad's 24-year rule  in 
December 2024, the country is undergoing a significant political transition, creating an opportunity to 
revitalize its education system that could also cater to the needs of refugees returning to the country.9 
Prior to the onset of the conflict in 2011, Syrian children and youth were ranked among the most educated 
in the region, notwithstanding the need for sectoral reforms.10 In contrast, in 2024 there were more than 
2.4 million children out of school across Syria and another million within the schooling system who were 
at risk of dropping out.11 In today’s Syria, available educational services are ill-equipped to cater to the 
needs of over a million children and youth with disabilities. In parallel, more than 230,000 teachers 
continue to teach in schools around the country under insurmountable pressure and constraints, 
according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA.12 Since the onset of 
the conflict, children and young people have also been subjected directly to harrowing levels of trauma 
and violations of fundamental rights.13 Accountability for these acts is yet to come, in spite of rigorous 
reporting by civil society organizations and the U.N.14 Schools and other educational facilities have 
suffered from direct military attacks since the onset of the conflict,15 with UNICEF writing in 2021 that 
“[t]he UN is able to confirm nearly 700 attacks on education facilities and personnel in Syria since the 
verification of grave violations against children began.”16    

Based on desk research, multistakeholder consultations, and analysis of legal texts and policy documents, 
this paper outlines the main friction points across Syria that are hindering the recovery of the education 
sector in the country. In doing so, it seeks to encourage the international community to take decisive 
action toward reducing education barriers facing Syrian children and young people, complementing 
Syrian-owned and led efforts, and aligning with global commitments to educational advancement in the 
country. 17 It was outside the scope of this study to provide a comprehensive overview of the situation of 
education in Syria before or during the conflict,18 or challenges posed by the implementation of diverging 
curricula in the different areas of control in Syria, which has been extensively analyzed in literature.19  

Furthermore, it solely explores European Union (EU) and U.S. sanctions and export controls, where 
relevant for this analysis,20 as they are the most expansive — 

and other countries have tended to align with these measures, to varying degrees.21   

The report starts with a description of some of the principal challenges facing the provision of education 
in Syria today, before assessing the availability of safe learning spaces, qualified and experienced teachers, 
and teaching and learning equipment, tools, and technology. It uses an evidence-based approach to 
outline how these factors cumulatively limit the capacity of aid responders and local authorities to address 
barriers to education in Syria and implement a comprehensive education recovery framework. It argues 
that such an approach — backed by the international community — will be vital if young generations of 
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Syrians are to gain adequate access to educational services, per their basic human rights,  so they are 
equipped to contribute meaningfully to the country’s future.22 

 

2. Key drivers hindering education in Syria 
As Syria undergoes significant transformation, including reforms in its education sector, it will be 
necessary to confront the complex challenges that have plagued education in the country for over a 
decade. The following summarizes these critical drivers:  

- Safety and security of students: This represents a longstanding and marked concern, particularly in 
the north and south of Syria.23 This is due to the continuation of the instability in the country, but also 
the extensive contamination of UXOs across the country.24 

- Political fragmentation: For over a decade, political fragmentation defined Syria, which remained 
divided into three main areas of control until the fall of the Assad government in early December 
2024. These areas included a central region governed by the government of Syria (GoS), territory in 
the northeast largely held by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), and regions in the northwest under 
the control of various armed opposition groups, including Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), an entity that 
is subject to U.N. sanctions as well as additional sanctions imposed by various autonomous 
regimes.Humanitarian actors25 and civil society organizations26 have had to navigate a complex 
environment with multiple public and quasi-public education actors27 showing varying levels of 
interest and capacity to deliver and safeguard education services. At times, the education response in 
Syria has also been subject to restrictions from ruling authorities, limiting the capacity of NGOs to 
accompany the education process beyond the emergency response phase.28 Protracted political 
fragmentation within the country is also reflected in the number of education curricula that are used 
in parallel in different areas of Syria.29 Formal education, which follows the curriculum of theSyrian 
government, remains the main and only form of certified education for millions of students across the 
country. Private accredited education, when present, remains broadly unsustainable and 
unaffordable for most.30 The different education curricula will need to be sensibly reconciled as the 
country further progresses in its political transition.31  

- Large-scale forced displacement32 and destruction of infrastructure and basic services:33 These serve 
as compounding factors in relation to education. The earthquake that wreaked havoc in parts of Syria 
in February 2023 rendered the situation even more critical, with further destruction of schools in 
various parts of the country.34  

- Restrictive donor agreements, alongside political restrictions on reconstruction or development 
activities: In Syria, these have served to hinder attempts by NGOs and the U.N. to adequately 
rehabilitate and equip schools and support education.35 Despite numerous appeals by the U.N. and 
humanitarian agencies working in Syria in the education sector to support longer-term solutions,36 
education aid policies have continued to be subject to political red lines from donors.37  

- Insufficient investment: Despite the display of solidarity by the international community in support 
of the Syrian population, comparatively limited donor investments have gone into education. 
Between 2012 and 2023, international donors devoted between 1.2 to 1.4 billion USD to support 
education services in Syria, which is approximately 5% of the total funding committed and spent by 
donors.38 According to UNICEF, “at the current rate of funding, UNICEF and education partners would 
need another 30 years to rehabilitate all damaged and destroyed schools, so creating another 
generation of children lost and left behind.”39 

- Diverging donor stances on education in Syria: Donors have sometimes shown diverging and, at 
times, conflicting types of commitments across Syria in relation to education, including prioritization 
of activities,40 geographical coverage,41 long-term objectives,42 and safeguards43 — which has created 
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programming challenges.44 This has caused confusion for aid responders, their local education 
counterparts, and communities.45  

- Socioeconomic challenges: Inflation in Syria has been marked by a 200-fold increase over the past 14 
years,46 and the Syrian pound  has sharply depreciated, causing living standards to plummet, leading 
to a severe economic contraction since 2011.47 According to the United Nations Development 
Programme, “nine out of ten Syrians live in poverty and face food insecurity.”48 As a result, education 
has become intrinsically more dependent on the capacity of families and teachers to cover main costs, 
including those relating to transportation.49 The plummeting purchasing power of Syrian families50 
has compelled many to deprioritize education over other essential needs51 and to have their children 
work in agriculture, hazardous labor (e.g., filtering crude oil or melting metal collected through rubble 
in basic foundries), or begging52 to supplement household incomes.53  

- Energy crisis: Quality learning is challenged by the severe energy crisis in the country. This applies to 
in-person structured education and homeschooling.54 It impacts transportation costs and makes 
learning spaces in schools and at home unconducive to learning due to lack of heating in winter, 
cooling in summer, and insufficient electricity and water supplies.55  

- Regulatory complexity: A complex set of regulations apply to Syria and to targeted sectors and 
individuals in Syria. These regulations do not restrict education directly. However, they can still affect 
educational activities indirectly due to confusion over the nature of permissible activities and risk 
aversion stemming from the complex compliance landscape, including: 

o Syria remains among the most heavily sanctioned countries in the world, with autonomous 
sanction measures imposed in various rounds by the U.S. and EU and other countries that 
include the U.K., Canada, and Switzerland.56 They were imposed with a range of objectives,57 
including to support conflict cessation, address human rights abuses, and combat the use of 
chemical weapons against civilians. These sanctions contain relevant humanitarian carve-outs 
or provisions that safeguard education when falling under a humanitarian banner (See Box 1). 
Nevertheless, they result in a heavy compliance burden on private and not-for-profit actors 
operating in the country, which can have knock-on effects on education.   

o Counterterrorism sanctions imposed by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC)58 also 
apply to groups in Syria.  Restrictions include an asset freeze, which ensures that funds, 
financial assets, or economic resources are not made available, either directly or indirectly, 
for the benefit of such persons.59 These measures served to limit the ability of NGOs to engage 
in the provision of education with certain parts of the population living in areas controlled by 
these groups, counter to the humanitarian principles enshrined in international humanitarian 
law, relating to neutrality and impartiality of humanitarian assistance.60 In 2022, these 
challenges were acknowledged by the UNSC that introduced a humanitarian exemption to 
asset freeze restrictions via UNSC Resolution 2664 (2022).61 HTS and its members are now in 
charge of large parts of the country and part of the transitional government in Damascus. This 
may challenge a meaningful engagement with post-Assad Syria by actors falling outside the 
scope of the UNSC Resolution 2664 (2022).62 

o Syria is also designated by the U.S. as a state sponsor of terrorism;63 by the EU as a high-risk 
country for money laundering and terrorism financing;64 and by the Financial Action Task 
Force as a jurisdiction placed on their gray list65 of countries under increased monitoring66 in 
relation to stringent international anti-money laundering/counterterrorist financing (AML 
and CFT regulations. Cumulatively, these regulations impact the risk appetite of private sector 
actors to engage with Syria, even for permissible activities, such as those relating to 
education.67 

o U.S., EU, and other export control regimes relating to dual-use goods are applicable to Syria, 
which include equipment that could have either a military or civilian application. From 2022 
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onward, and more recently in response to political changes in the country in December 2024, 
U.S. and EU sanctions on Syria have seen the introduction of broad humanitarian carve-outs 
(Box 1), but the same does not apply to U.S. export controls administered by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce. Export controls, especially from the United States, present indirect 
constraints to access supplies needed for the delivery of educational materials. Consultations 
suggest that education is particularly impacted by difficulties accessing certain key 
technologies that fall under export controls.68   

o Criminal laws69 also play a role in restricting humanitarian and related activities in Syria by 
introducing legal obligations to NGOs, preventing them from providing material support — 
such as training or goods— to designated terrorist actors.70  

- Overcompliance/de-risking: Syria represents one of the world’s most severe examples of the financial 
sector “de-risking”71 and wider private and not-for-profit sector “over-compliance”,72  whereby banks 
and other actors reduce or withdraw their presence from high-risk countries like Syria due to a 
combination of bureaucratic, legal, cost, and reputational considerations, alluded to above.73  This 
“chilling effect” has been shown to negatively impact Syria in areas of humanitarian action,74 
remittances,75 supply chains of essential goods and services,76 and broader trade,77 all of which 
potentially impact education in the country.   

- Financial isolation: A particularly marked problem linked to de-risking, as well as sanctions and export 
control-related restrictions, is the highly limited availability of functioning payment channels to or 
from Syria. Syria faces a series of complex barriers to regulated cross-border fund transfers in light of 
de-risking,78 especially among correspondent banks. Even in instances where certain types of trade or 
payments may be permitted under international regulations, many private sector actors prefer to err 
on the side of caution and avoid all forms of contact with countries like Syria.79 This situation has 
financially isolated Syria, which counters Financial Aid Task Force and the EU Commission’s 
predicaments that instead encourage financial inclusion as a key measure in support of anti-money 
laundering and counterterrorism financing regulations.80 It also poses risk to educational support in 
the country, according to several studies.81 This is a problem for humanitarian and private sector 
actors, but also in relation to the sending of personal remittances, which represent a significant 
economic lifeline for Syrian families, often contributing to education-related expenses.82 As a ratio of 
the country’s GDP, remittance inflows to Syria are estimated to have more than doubled since the 
start of the conflict.83 As Syria’s remittance market is composed of an interwoven network of formal 
and informal payment systems,84 de-risking, alongside anti-money laundering and counterterrorism 
financing regulations, can serve as barriers and increase associated costs.85 These effects have been 
exacerbated also by the 2019/2020 Lebanese financial crisis86 and restrictive Syrian national 
regulations and policies.87  

 

Box 1: Overview of main U.S. and EU sanctions, and export controls exceptions related to education in Syria 
 
The U.S. and the EU introduced broader humanitarian exemptions beginning in 2022.88 Their purpose was to 
facilitate the delivery of aid in response to the humanitarian crisis in Syria. More recently, these exemptions were 
further expanded following the political changes in December 2024,89 when the Assad government was ousted 
and a transitional government was established in Damascus.90  
The U.S. offers specific exemptions, known as general licenses or GLs, and ad-hoc exceptions, known as specific 
licenses or SLs, that permit certain educational activities in Syria that would otherwise be prohibited under its 
Syrian sanctions regulations (SSR) and its counterterrorism regulations.91 These include provisions allowing for:  
- Transactions for the official business of the U.N. and some other international organizations and entities — 

such as the International Committee of the Red Cross— and their employees, grantees, or contractors.92  



Page 11 of 24 
 

- Certain transactions in support of nongovernmental organizations’ noncommercial activities,93 comprising 
“activities to support education in Syria, including combating illiteracy, increasing access to education, and 
assisting education reform projects”94 and “to support non-commercial development projects directly 
benefiting the Syrian people.”95  

- During the six-month period of GL24, starting from Dec. 8, 2024, transactions otherwise prohibited with 
governing institutions in Syria that are run or led by designated persons, as well as certain transactions related 
to energy and personal remittances.96 The guidance provided in the FAQs97 clarifies that transactions with 
the Ministry of Education and government-run schools are permitted.98 Additionally, the payment of salaries 
or wages to non-designated employees of governing institutions in Syria is also permitted. 

Additionally, the following activities are permitted specifically under the SSR and may not be permitted under 
other regulations: 
- Processing “transfers of funds on behalf of U.S. or third-country non-governmental organizations” for 

authorized activities outlined in the SSR by financial institutions under U.S. jurisdiction.99  
- From May 2022, activities outside the “not-for-profit/humanitarian umbrella” (i.e. noncommercial activities) 

in specific economic sectors of northeast and northwest Syria — including educational initiatives — provided 
they are conducted in non-regime-held areas and do not involve transactions with the Syrian government. 

100 
- From June 2024, the export of certain services that are an integral part of internet-based communications.101 
Finally, the Caesar Act, legislation that allows the U.S. to impose extraterritorial or secondary sanctions against 
non-U.S. targets in relation to Syria, contains provisions that call for “continuously supporting Syrians to achieve 
peace, stability and development”,102 which could be interpreted to refer to education.   
These GLs do not cover the exports or re-exports of items to Syria that are subject to the U.S. Export 
Administration Regulations’ guidelines and restrictions.103 These apply not only if items are of U.S. origin, but also 
if the value of incorporated U.S.-origin controlled content in non-U.S. items exceed 10% of their total value.104 
Since 2004, the U.S. government maintains a general policy of denial for exports and re-exports to Syria. This 
means that the Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS)105 is unlikely to consider and grant the required licenses 
related to end users in Syria.106 However, BIS may review on a case-by-case basis107 specific licensing requests for 
few codified exceptions, including for “telecommunications equipment and associated computers; software and 
technology; items in support of United Nations operations in Syria; items necessary for the support of the Syrian 
people, including, but not limited to, items related to water supply and sanitation, agricultural production and 
food processing, power generation, oil and gas production, construction and engineering, transportation, and 
educational infrastructure”.108 
EU restrictive measures contain humanitarian exemptions and ad-hoc exceptions, known as derogations, that 
seek to permit the delivery of humanitarian aid to Syria.109 Most notably, after the 2023 earthquake in Syria, the 
EU introduced a temporary humanitarian exemption,110 which was approved for an initial period of six months, 
renewed in various rounds since,111 and in February 2025 it was extended indefinitely.112 This exemption allows 
access to goods and services, and coverage of all types of humanitarian assistance or to support other activities, 
that provide basic human needs.113 The exemption benefits international organizations and certain defined 
categories of actors involved in humanitarian activities.114 The exemption of the EU referred more generally to 
“humanitarian assistance” or “activities that support basic human needs” and did not mention education outright. 
The EU’s humanitarian carve-outs did not explicitly apply to the facilitation of education activities in Syria carried 
out by actors subject to the EU jurisdiction that are not explicitly listed in the EU regulation (e.g. EU-based financial 
institutions, private sector, and education institutions). Before the ongoing political transition in Syria, the EU 
considered education in the country a “gray area” closely linked to reconstruction efforts, which were dependent 
on a meaningful political transition.115 The only exception to this viewpoint was education in emergency activities, 
which fell under the humanitarian response framework.116 
In February 2025, the EU amended its restrictive measures to facilitate engagement in crucial sectors in Syria, 
including energy, transport, and finance.117  
For any activity not covered by the humanitarian carve-outs, a specific license (U.S.) or a derogation (EU) may be 
sought, if provided by the law under the various sanctions regimes. This process has been assessed by NGOs in 
Syria to be problematic.118 For instance, in the EU, a derogation should be obtained by the national competent 
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authority (NCA) at the member state level.119 In the experience of international organizations in Syria, this can 
take from between several months up to a year, and a significant amount of resources.120 Ad-hoc derogations or 
specific licenses were widely critiqued by humanitarian and development actors in relation to the Syrian 
earthquake, including in relation to equipment needed for the rebuilding and refurbishing of schools, while the 
introduction of broad exemptions were celebrated as a positive step forward, marking effective stakeholder 
engagement and responsiveness from relevant sanctions authorities.121  
 

 

3. Implications of cross-cutting challenges on education provision in Syria 
Building on the complex set of challenges facing the provision of education in Syria, the following sections 
outline implications for safe learning spaces, availability of qualified and experienced teachers, and access 
to teaching and learning equipment, tools, and technology. 

  

3.1. Lack of safe learning spaces 
A key barrier observed across all areas of control is the scarcity of safe and inclusive learning spaces, 
particularly as a result of the conflict and 2023 earthquake in northwest Syria.122 Writing in 2021, UNICEF 
described how “[o]ne in three schools inside Syria can no longer be used because they were destroyed, 
damaged or are being used for military purposes. Children who are able to attend school often learn in 
overcrowded classrooms, and in buildings with insufficient water and sanitation facilities, electricity, 
heating or ventilation”.123 As of 2024, 3,700 schools are in need of rehabilitation due to damage inflicted 
by the conflict, with 37% located in central Syria,124 44% in northwest Syria, and 19% in northeast Syria.125 
In northeast Syria, the need for improvements in school infrastructure remains one of the most commonly 
reported priority education needs.126 In these areas, the most frequently reported difficulties in accessing 
education include overcrowded schools and an unconducive learning environment.127 As of mid-2023, 640 
schools in northwest Syria were reported to be at least partially damaged by the earthquake that struck 
the country in February of that year.128 In these areas, overcrowded schools have been consistently 
reported as a barrier for children and youth to access and stay into the education cycle.129  

Safe learning environments are even more challenging in camp settings for internally displaced persons, 
in the northeast and northwest of the country.130 In 2022, the average number of students per classroom 
in areas formerly controlled by the government of Syria was approximately 38 and, at times, as high as 
195 students per class.131 At least 50% of the facilities did not have running water due to lack of 
maintenance and repairs, and also suffered from a lack of electricity.132 Finally, across all areas of Syria, 
most of the schools are not equipped to receive children with disabilities.133 

Even if most types of new investments and reconstruction have been restricted, directly or indirectly 
under U.S. and EU sanctions, rehabilitation activities ancillary to education carried out by NGOs, the U.N. 
and other international organizations appear to be authorized under both sets of sanctions: 

- Under U.S. sanctions on Syria, permissible noncommercial education activities include repairing of 
school buildings, rehabilitating basic utilities — such as electricity, water, and sewage networks - and 
removing debris and waste.134 Since 2022, in areas that were outside the control of the Syrian 
government, these activities also appeared to be permissible in certain economic sectors that 
included education, so long as there were no transactions involved with sanctioned individuals or 
entities.135 In 2023, the U.S. Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) clarified that transactions related 
to humanitarian efforts in Syria were not prohibited if they involved the government.136 More 
recently, transactions with governing education institutions in Syria, following Dec. 8, 2024, have also 
been authorized (see Box 1).137  
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- EU restrictive measures on Syria do not explicitly forbid reconstruction efforts in Syria per se. Further, 
EU sanctions that target individuals linked to the Ministry of Education, including targeted measures 
against the Minister for Education, do not mean that the entire ministry is sanctioned, nor necessarily 
that activities in support of formal education in Syria, such as the rehabilitation of schools, are 
restricted.138  

Research conducted for this study suggests that constraints on rehabilitating learning environments in 
Syria seem to be more closely linked to the policies of donors. For years, donors remained reluctant to 
support education early-recovery programs, as they tied such projects to the contentious issue of 
reconstruction.139 As a result, education-related early recovery, development, and reconstruction 
objectives have often been conflated. For example, in northern Syria, while communities have 
emphasized the need for long-term solutions, they have primarily received temporary support, such as 
tented schools and indefinite use of catch-up curricula.140 Similarly, often across different areas of control, 
the rehabilitation of education facilities has been limited by donors to minor repairs, which, for example, 
proved to be problematic in the aftermath of the earthquake of February 2023 from a disaster risk 
reduction perspective.141  

The European Commission identifies school infrastructure rehabilitation and improvement as a key action 
under its education in emergency programs.142 However, the EU has tied its funding for reconstruction 
efforts to genuine progress toward a political transition.143 Traditionally, EU member state authorities 
have guided what distinguishes reconstruction from humanitarian activities in Syria, as the definitions 
often blur.144 Experts and policy practitioners consulted for this study note that while recent EU 
statements may suggest a clearer operating framework for the future, it remains too early to determine 
how EU donor policies for education in Syria will adapt to the ongoing transition.  

In sum, limitations to the rehabilitation of safe learning spaces in Syria appear to be more closely related 
to donors’ policies on reconstruction than any direct or indirect impacts of EU and U.S. sanctions. It is 
important to note that large-scale investments in reconstruction in Syria could still lead actors to fall foul 
of U.S. primary and secondary sanctions due to the renewal of the Caesar Act for another five years in 
December 2024.145 

 

3.2. Lack of qualified and experienced teachers  
The second major barrier observed across all parts of Syria relates to the insufficient numbers of qualified 
and experienced teachers available to meet the learning needs of Syria’s children. Teachers of both formal 
and nonformal education have played a key role throughout the crisis in Syria, representing front-line 
responders in mitigating protection risks to children and youth. Nevertheless, an estimated 150,000 
teachers have left the formal education system also due to displacement, injury, or death over the last 14 
years.146  

Throughout Syria, but particularly in the northwest of the country, the lack of qualified teachers with 
knowledge of growth mindset — and social-emotional learning and teaching skills — is one of the main 
barriers that prevents children from enrolling regularly in school.147 This is also due to teachers’ frequent 
absences from schools, primarily due to economic factors such as low salaries or salaries not being paid 
to teachers for prolonged periods.148 In 2022, in central areas of Syria, there were more than 130,000 
teachers working in the formal education system, with approximately 20% of them being on temporary 
contracts.149 According to the humanitarian initiative REACH in 2024, one of the most commonly reported 
education priority needs in the northeast of the country was to have better-skilled teachers.150 The limited 
skills, capacity, and experience of teachers is a challenge reported consistently also in areas that were 
under the control of the former government of Syria,151 as well as in the northwest of the country.152 
Furthermore, teachers often need to resolve very practical issues in schools to maintain proper standards 
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of facilities, such as organizing the provision of water or procuring basic teaching materials, which detracts 
time and energy from teaching.153 Finally, studies suggest that teachers’ “purchasing power has 
evaporated” from their salaries due to the macroeconomic situation in all parts of the country.154 Low 
teacher salaries, lack of opportunities for professional development, and psychological distress associated 
with the crisis are contributing to a demoralized teaching workforce and resulting in an increasing 
absenteeism of teaching personnel in schools.155  

In the EU and U.S. sanctions related to Syria, there are no indications that humanitarian activities cannot 
support teachers in the Syrian education directorates, whether in formal or quasi-formal settings,156 
across different parts of the country.  

Before the political transition in Syria, while U.S. sanctions targeted the government of Syria and EU 
sanctions focused on individuals associated with the Ministry of Education, these measures did not extend 
to sanctioning all staff within the ministry, including teachers. Similarly, in regions where designated 
terrorist organizations exercise de facto authority, NGO-led education activities continue to fall within 
permissible boundaries outlined in various U.S. sanctions regulations.157 However, challenges arise from 
counterterrorism legislation and criminal laws that may impede organizations aiming to provide training 
for teachers, which could encompass teaching methods and capacity building.158 A notable example is the 
material support statute in the U.S., administered by the Department of Justice.159 This law empowers the 
U.S. government to prosecute individuals who are believed to be offering material support to a foreign 
terrorist organization (FTO), regardless of whether they intend to facilitate any terrorist acts, including 
activities related to training. In this context, complications may emerge regarding the definitions of 
individuals associated with designated organizations, including the potential inclusion of family members 
or those in educational roles who might also be active members of such groups.160 

The compensation of teachers has been challenging throughout the conflict, also due to bank de-risking 
and financial isolation of Syria.161 The payment channels used for compensating teachers by aid 
responders may still be subject to U.S. and EU sanctions and anti-money laundering and counterterrorism 
restrictions, particularly if they involve designated banks, money service businesses, including hawaladars, 
or the Central Bank of Syria. In February 2025, the EU amended its restrictive measures to facilitate 
engagement with the financial sector in Syria for humanitarian and reconstruction purposes.162 Further, 
U.S. General License 24 (GL24) explicitly permits transactions with governing institutions in Syria163 and 
the payment of salaries or wages to employees of these institutions.164 However, it is still too early to 
assess whether these changes will positively impact the ability of various actors to process payments in 
the country, given their recent implementation.   

Increasing the number of qualified and experienced teachers across all areas of Syria entails longer-term 
and coordinated investments. However, most education interventions in Syria have been delivered within 
a relief context,165 with most donors failing to commit to predictable, multiyear funding.166 Comparatively 
fewer programs have focused on teaching and learning, further reinforcing education access barriers.167 
Furthermore, for the most part, learning outcomes have not been measured.168 Similar to the problems 
described above, longer-term support for teachers has sometimes been misconstrued as "reconstruction" 
support, a concept that has been contentious in Syria throughout the crisis.169 As a result, many donors 
look at public sector teachers as public servants and opt to avoid reputational risks of supporting formal 
or quasi-formal teachers, including through trainings,170 for fear of being seen as legitimizing de facto 
authorities.171 For example, some donors put as a condition to aid responders the use of nongovernmental 
actors to conduct training for governmental teachers.172 Finally, donors have frequently employed 
diverging approaches to supporting teachers’ compensation with their funding in Syria.173 Some donors 
have provided monetary compensation for teachers only in certain parts of Syria, while others have 
limited support to in-kind materials to cover costs related to attending training, such as  transportation 
and lost income from private teaching.174 Navigating these discrepancies has overshadowed the essential 
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technical discussions needed to shift from emergency education responses to more sustainable 
approaches that support fragile communities,175 building on the efforts of civil society organizations.176 

This analysis illustrates that regulatory complexities, short-term thinking, and conflicting donors' policies 
did not enable an optimum use of the already scarce resources allocated to the support of teachers in 
Syria. They also created confusion for aid responders, their local counterparts, and communities, slowing 
down progress in addressing the lack of qualified and experienced teachers across all areas of control. 
Addressing these issues and harmonizing donor policies is increasingly critical, especially given the 
significant cuts in global aid funding by many countries, including the U.S.  

 

3.3. Insufficient teaching and learning equipment, tools and technology  
A third consequence of the conflict in Syria is the lack of tools, technology, equipment, and learning aids 
needed for teachers and children to support education. In northeast Syria, one of the most commonly 
reported priority needs relates to insufficient teaching and learning materials,177 also cited as a problem 
for schools in northwest Syria.178 In 2022, in central areas, only 20% of schools were still equipped with 
tools for science-class laboratories and computers for developing information and communications 
technology (ICT) skills, while only 16% could count on functioning machineries for vocational and technical 
training.179 These problems are further exacerbated by a lack of electricity in schools. There were only 30 
minutes of electricity per school day at the end of 2022, and that has deteriorated since.180 This limits 
development of technical skills for youth and further reduces their competency and employment 
prospects. Furthermore, teachers cannot instruct students through electronic means — using videos, 
audio, and digital presentations — due to lack of equipment.181  

These barriers have emerged at a time when the need for digital education and remote learning have 
become an increasingly pressing need for students and teachers impacted by conflict, displacement, and 
political fragmentation — all of which was further compounded by the global COVID-19 pandemic.182 
Proposals for ICT educational frameworks for Syria already exist, but have proved contextually challenging 
to implement.183 For example, in central areas in 2022, 89% of families with students in formal education 
did not have the equipment or assets available at home — such as laptops, desktops, and tablets — to 
facilitate access to digital learning.184 And 40% of families did not have internet subscriptions at home, 
while 53% had subscriptions with bundles of one megabit or less.185 Access to online learning is further 
negatively impacted by scarce electricity supply, which for most families amounts to less than two hours 
of electricity a day.186 The economic situation of the country makes solutions to the above out of reach 
for most families.187 In line with efforts in several other war-torn countries and to support digital 
education services at scale for Syrians, UNICEF and other humanitarian responders are working with 
international ICT providers.188  These operations also need to comply with international export control 
regulations and sanctions, which, in practice, can serve to block access or accounts for users from 
sanctioned countries like Syria.189 It also prevents users from accessing education services online that 
require paid subscriptions.190  

Most forms of machinery and equipment that might be provided to educational facilities or teachers and 
students by, for example, by NGOs or the U.N. — such as laptops, other computing equipment, USB sticks, 
and software — can fall under U.S. export restrictions (see Box 1). Moreover, U.S. sanctions contain 
certain prohibitions that restrict NGOs from exporting, reexporting, selling or supplying services to 
Syria.191 Similarly, the U.S.’ weapons of mass destruction -related sanctions on Syria192 include certain 
equipment, such as computers and USB sticks, as potential dual-use items, meaning they arere goods that 
may have a civilian or military application. In principle, it is possible for education-related materials or 
content from the U.S. to reach Syria by obtaining a specific license from OFAC and/or BIS in the DOC. 
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However, this would require political will at the executive level and a rationale based on national security 
or humanitarian grounds through engagement with BIS. 

In June 2024, the U.S. amended the SSR193 and updated its FAQs aimed, in part, at facilitating humanitarian 
assistance and internet-based communication services for Syrian civilians.194  While these amendments 
may address some of the outlined challenges, major communication platforms remain unavailable to 
Syrian students and teachers in the country due to compliance, and over-compliance, with U.S. sanctions 
and export controls by major tech companies.195 This may suggest that further efforts are needed to 
continue addressing private sector avoidance of the Syrian educational deliveries through more proactive 
outreach and clearer guidance and reassurances. It is too early to assess if changes introduced in February 
2025 in the EU, regarding restrictive measures on Syria, will have a positive impact on the availability of 
equipment, technology, and software for education purposes in the country. 

Software and computer equipment that can be used for education may unwittingly fall under restrictions 
applied to items that can be used for tracking, surveillance or monitoring, and telecommunications 
interception. Similarly, technical assistance in connection with these items  is restricted.196 EU restrictions 
against the import of luxury goods to Syria197 have also sometimes served to complicate the import of 
laptops and other ICT-related goods.198 Meantime, Annex V of the Council Regulation 36/2012 notes that 
items on the annex shall not apply to “software which is in the public domain,” which could be relevant 
for the education-related equipment. It appears likely that items subject to the EU restrictions mentioned 
above may be exported to Syria if a competent authority of a member state grants a derogation on 
humanitarian grounds. NGOs consulted in May 2024 indicated that additional clarity is needed regarding 
the permissible activities related to the equipment and technology required for education in Syria. 

Furthermore, U.S. and EU sanctions against some Syria-based telecommunications companies,199 have 
restricted humanitarian organizations’ ability to provide internet-based support for educational purposes 
to children, young people, and teachers — particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic,200 when classes 
were forced out of the classrooms and onto online platforms. In 2023, the EU expanded its humanitarian 
exemptions, authorizing humanitarian organizations to carry out transactions with designated persons, 
entities or bodies (e.g., Syriatel), if necessary, to ensure the timely delivery of humanitarian assistance.201 
In the U.S., relevant parties could apply for an OFAC SL.  

The aforementioned regulatory complexity, and associated risks to international providers engaging with 
Syria, encouraged practices of over-compliance, which represents a major concern in relation to access to 
education technology.202 According to one humanitarian expert, “international service and equipment 
providers outright avoid servicing NGOs working in Syria due to the chilling effect generated by sanctions 
and controls over dual-use goods. This leads NGOs to change the type of support provided, or to cancel 
their programs altogether, feeling unable to comply with relevant regulations.”203 According to another 
expert working in Syria, “this has an amplifying negative effect on NGO capacity to support both formal 
and non-formal education; to help it modernize, or to allow the provision of more flexible and accessible 
educational services accessed remotely.”204  

 

4. Conclusion 
In Syria, children and young people seeking access to quality learning must navigate considerable barriers, 
including security issues, economic conditions, and energy poverty. They also face sector-specific 
challenges, such as a lack of safe learning spaces, qualified teachers, and educational resources. These 
obstacles are further compounded by donor policies, as well as regulatory complexities and risks in Syria, 
creating significant challenges for aid responders and education duty bearers. 
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This paper highlights that while donor policies and regulatory complexities are interconnected, they 
impose distinct limitations on educational delivery. On the one hand, donor policies have been 
characterized by "short-termism," unresolved issues regarding long-term programming, and conflicting 
approaches to geographical coverage and prioritization of activities. On the other, further efforts are 
necessary to resolve inconsistencies among different autonomous sanction programs and ensure timely 
access to educational tools and resources. Additionally, in line with Financial Aid Task Force and EU 
Commission predicaments,205 further steps should promote financial inclusion and counter bank de-
risking in Syria. 

Amid acute humanitarian needs, structural socioeconomic fragility, mass migration, and the devastating 
earthquake of February 2023, education in Syria has often been an overlooked priority. However, acting 
at scale to enable the relaunch and update of a fit-for-purpose Syrian schooling system is a shared priority, 
particularly among the Syrian population and education practitioners.206 The ongoing political transition 
in Syria poses a raft of new challenges but also creates  new opportunities to revitalize its education 
system, including one that could also cater to the needs of refugees returning to the country.   

It is still too early to assess the impact of recent changes in EU and U.S. donor policies and sanctions on 
support for Syria's education sector. However, the EU and the U.S. possess the potential to work with 
other donors and governments, and drive the response in a more sustainable direction by: 

- Working in tandem with Syrian-owned and -led initiatives, including those promoted by duty bearers 
and local actors, as they grapple with the challenges deriving from fragmented education curricula 
and diverse value systems within the country. 

- Taking stock of the experience gained by education responders and civil society stakeholders over the 
last 14 years.207  

- Revitalizing a transparent, continuous, and constructive dialogue between all actors involved in the 
education response in Syria, including policy makers, donors to the Syria response, practitioners, duty 
bearers, the private sector, and scholars. 

- Resolving the frictions highlighted in this paper between education priorities in Syria, funding policies, 
and restrictive measures. 208  

- Combining humanitarian programming with long-term objectives across all parts of the country. 209  
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