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Abstract

The meaning and problem of resilience-
based international assistance to a
country under the influence of conflict

— the Case of assistance to Syria

Ako Muto

In recent years, the term “resilience” has attracted attention as a policy
concept. The concept of resilience consists of three steps: coping with shocks
such as natural disasters and famine, recovery to the original situation and
transforming societies to a better situation than the original one before the
shocks. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
of which the European countries, the United States and Japan are members, not
only advances resilience as a policy concept for dealing with disasters, but also
suggests that it is useful in the case of post-conflict situations. United Nations
(UN) Agencies have also advanced this concept to support communities affected
by protracted conflict, even before the post-conflict phase, setting this as one of
the strategic objectives of the Syrian Humanitarian Assistance Response Plans
(SHARPs).

Generally, when armed conflicts break out in assistance-receiving countries,
development projects will be suspended and humanitarian assistance with the
primary aim of relief will be substituted. Humanitarian assistance is of help in
the coping step but it doesn't aim at assisting the recovery step. Assistance
anticipates full recovery and transformation intending future development
restarts upon the green light for a cease-fire or peace agreement. However, in
the case of the Syrian conflict, despite the protracted conflict situation without
any possibility of a cease-fire, UN Agencies have conducted resilience-based
assistance. This paper discusses how UN Agencies adoped the resilience
concept to enable the assistance to Syria.

It is suggested that the resilience-based assistance is possible in the Syrian
context because prior to the conflict, Syria had well-developed infrastructures

such as electricity, water supply and sewerage, schools and hospitals, and the
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administrative mechanisms to support this. Humanitarian assistance for Syria
could be made utilizing existing administrative mechanisms. In fact, based on
SHARPs, UN agencies and NGOs in Syria supported food production and the
return of fundamental social infrastructure even partially to its original
condition, supporting residents livelihoods through this support, as well as
supplying community services for residents. This meant that UN Agencies
intended not only to conduct coping assistance but also recovery assistance to
return to the original situation at the community level. Through this assistance,
the administrative mechanism was somehow kept, the capacity of NGOs was
strengthened, and to some extent residents could recover their life in the
community. However, the UN Agencies’ assistance didn't cover transformation
directed towards future development or producing a better situation than the
original because there was no green light to do this. Moreover, in hard to reach
areas of Syria, humanitarian assistance mainly aimed at relief was carried out,
and the concept of resilience, though the term was mentioned in SHARPSs, was
not applied.

Assistance aiming at coping and recovering, which could be considered as a
“partial resilience concept”, might have the possibility of becoming a model of
assistance beyond relief only and, at the same time, offer new hints on how
development actors can be engaged in a protracted conflict situation. Such a
model of assistance requires further elaboration.
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