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Valerie Amos, UN Under Secretary General and Emergency Relief
Coordinator, was at Carnegie Europe last Friday to speak about Syria. She later talked to Judy
Dempsey about the tragedy unfolding in the country.(…)
Amos’ first
task is to provide food and shelter to those in need. That means talking to both sides of the
conflict. UN agencies have often been criticized for talking too much to the government and not
enough to the opposition. Amos said this was changing.
“One of the criticisms of our response has been that we were working too much with the
government,” Amos explained.
“The point I make all the time is that we have to talk to everybody. We still have a government
that controls part of the country. But we have a responsibility to talk to the opposition, too. I think
that we were slower to do that. We have made contact with the humanitarian arm of the Syrian
National Coalition. We are looking at ways in which we can strengthen our operations outside of
Damascus through the establishment of what we call humanitarian hubs. We have established
one already in Homs. Our goal is to engage with groups on the ground so that we can deliver
aid to areas where it is difficult to cross the line from a government-controlled to an
opposition-held area.”
Everywhere Amos has traveled, she has seen an extraordinary degree of destruction. Last year
she visited Homs, the scene of some terrible fighting and violence.
“The impact of seeing an entire neighborhood of a city destroyed where not a single building
remained untouched was absolutely shocking. Those images will stay with me,” Amos said. “My
huge, huge concern is that this is now being replicated in many towns and cities across Syria.”
The situation on the ground is, according to Amos, appalling, especially for women and children.
There are widespread reports of rape, sexual abuse, and unremitting violence. Children are
traumatized.
“I don’t think we talk about it enough,” Amos said. “This is a crisis with a huge human impact.
We need to find ways of alerting people to the human impact, of alerting people to the brutality. I
think sometimes it is very difficult and painful to hear, but we have to know and understand that
this is what is going on.”
Some of the organizations that are working with refugees have told Amos that government
soldiers were apparently instructed to rape women.(…)
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Amos has no doubt that the longer the conflict continues, the greater the possibility of instability
becomes in the region. Nor does she have any doubt about the international community’s
responsibility to protect.
“I think we have a responsibility to protect. We have obligations. Some of those obligations are
enshrined in international humanitarian law. Too often, humanitarian international law is
ignored. But even beyond the legal obligation, we have a responsibility to each other as human
beings. I feel very passionately that we should not overlook the kind of brutality that is being
meted out in Syria to ordinary women, men, and children.”
During her visits to Syria (four times), Lebanon (six times), and Jordan (five times) since the
conflict began, she has talked to many refugee women.(…)
“The people of Syria feel let down by the international community. We need to take account of
that. We need to take account of the sense of isolation that they feel as a result of what they
see as inactivity by the international community.”
See the full article
here.
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