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Preface
The West Asia and North Africa (WANA) region is facing major intersecting challenges in providing assistance and 
protection to people living under siege, including across Gaza, Syria, Sudan, Yemen, Lebanon and beyond. In Gaza, 
nearly all of the current population of 2.1 million people has been displaced, while around 1.7 million people are 
currently hosted across approximately 1,600 displacement sites (OCHA oPt 2026a; 2026b). Syria continues to face 
protracted displacement, with over 7.4 million people internally displaced and an additional 6.1 million refugees and 
asylum-seekers abroad (UNHCR 2026a; 2026b). Sudan remains the world’s largest displacement crisis, with more 
than 11.4 million people forcibly displaced since April 2023, including more than 6.6 million internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) within Sudan and over 3.6 million newly arrived and asylum-seekers outside Sudan (UNHCR 2026c). 
At the same time, in Yemen, approximately 4.8 million people remain internally displaced, alongside more than 
61,000 refugees and asylum-seekers, with over half of the population (19.5 million people) in need of humanitarian 
assistance (UNHCR 2026d). Lebanon, meanwhile, hosts over 1.5 million Syrian refugees (almost a quarter of its 
total population) and the renewed escalation of hostilities in 2026 has displaced around 1.1 million people inside the 
country (UNHCR 2026e; European Commission 2026).

Placing particular emphasis on the urgent realities facing displaced people, local responders and humanitarian actors 
on the ground and, as part of this, the major operational humanitarian challenges across WANA, on November 3, 
2025 the Center for Conflict and Humanitarian Studies (CHS) convened an Expert Roundtable as the first in a series 
of events at the core of the Beyond Borders, Beyond Crisis Initiative (BBBC): Reimagining Humanitarian Responses 
to Displacement under Siege in the WANA Region. Focusing on situations characterised by displacement under 
siege, cross-border displacement, and the mobility restrictions imposed simultaneously upon IDPs, refugees and 
humanitarian responders (including responders who have themselves experienced displacement), the BBBC 
Initiative seeks to foster in-depth research, constructive dialogue and accessible knowledge production that is 
centred on the region.  

This first closed roundtable, following Chatham House Rules, centralised the guest participants’ expert contributions 
in order to document and analyse responses to displacement under siege, with a specific focus on the contexts 
of Gaza, Syria, Sudan, Yemen and Lebanon. While framed broadly around “barriers to humanitarian access under 
siege,” the roundtable went beyond a focus on “barriers to access” (a framework which has been critiqued for reasons 
explained below) to more carefully consider the lessons learned from such barriers, and the potential future of 
responding to displacement under siege. 

As noted during the roundtable, the process of mapping and analysing these barriers and lessons learned is one 
step towards identifying actionable ways of overcoming existing limitations—conceptual, political and operational—
and, in turn, to rethink responses to complex displacement dynamics across the WANA region and beyond. These 
will be the focus of the forthcoming workshops to be held 2026. 
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About the Roundtable
Following a series of expert presentations by invited speakers, the opening session unpacked the evolving landscape 
of humanitarian access in the wider WANA region, examining the political, bureaucratic and structural forces that 
limit and prevent the delivery of assistance and the protection of civilians. Drawing on context-specific and cross-
cutting experiences and analyses of responses to displacement under siege in Gaza, Syria, Sudan, Yemen and 
Lebanon, the participants identified dynamics which point to patterns of deliberate obstruction, systemic denial and 
the normalisation of constraints on humanitarian action.

The second session explored the adaptive strategies of humanitarian actors working under siege and within restrictive 
environments across the WANA region. The conversation moved from practical coping mechanisms and coordination 
gaps to broader reflections on the evolution of humanitarian practice, localisation and regional solidarity. Participants 
examined not only how organisations sustain operations, but also how regional and local systems of response are 
transforming amid protracted crises and political fragmentation. In this regard, it was noted that humanitarian actors 
increasingly operate in “multiparty environments,” requiring adaptation from single-party coordination systems to 
fragmented, multi-actor environments.

The third session explored how to move beyond the destructive cycle of humanitarian access failures that have 
characterised crises from Gaza and Sudan to Yemen and Syria. It began with an acknowledgment that existing 
frameworks (legal, institutional and operational) are no longer sufficient to confront the magnitude of contemporary 
siege warfare and the political barriers to both ending conflict and providing aid and protection to the residents 
of besieged towns, cities and entire territories. Participants agreed that while the frameworks themselves are not 
obsolete, their application has become hollowed out by selective enforcement, bureaucratic self-preservation and 
the politicisation of aid.

Overall, the roundtable participants maintained that the humanitarian sector must be subject to a deep process of 
structural change—legal, political and operational—or it will continue to bear witness rather than effect meaningful 
protection. Participants maintained that the system as it stands is untenable. “Improvement,” as one contributor put it, 
“is not enough: we need change.” This was not a call to abandon humanitarian principles, but a call for an engaged, 
pragmatic and ethical reorientation that reflects today’s geopolitical and technological realities.
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Introduction: Beyond “How to Deliver Aid in Siege 
Conditions”
This report offers a critical reflection on humanitarianism under siege, in which the framing of “siege” is not treated as 
a temporary condition or even a military tactic, but rather as a governance model. This framing prompts a shift from 
the narrative of “how to deliver aid in siege conditions” to “how siege has become the architecture of political order” 
within which responses take place or are blocked. 

Throughout the roundtable that this report draws and builds upon, participants emphasised that delivering a response 
under siege will always fall short because siege is designed to create scarcity. In such a context, bureaucracy 
(permits, checkpoints, coordination procedures) can be recognised as serving as a weapon rather than just being an 
element of hindrance. In essence, as the participants and the broader literature attest, bureaucracy is a deliberate 
instrument of punishment and discipline. 

The politicisation of aid takes place, amongst other things, through state regulation and internal compliance systems. 
Participants highlighted the paradox whereby the same administrative frameworks designed to ensure neutrality 
and accountability often reproduce the coercive logic of the systems they oppose. Non-governmental organisations 
(NGO) registration requirements by state parties to conflict, for example, frequently place staff at risk, forcing 
organisations to choose between compliance with registration requirements, and protection. 

In turn, participants reflected that siege first and foremost affects residents of the territory under siege, but also 
humanitarian actors themselves, as they too are trapped within the same system of coercion and fear. As one 
participant explained, “In Yemen, political and rhetorical pressures by authorities created a situation where aid 
workers were effectively besieged: restricted, intimidated, and even arrested.”  

Across contexts, humanitarian workers spoke of a life lived under continuous constraint where professional mandates 
are reshaped by security classifications, personal risk and psychological exhaustion. The humanitarian sector, it was 
argued, now lives under the same siege it aims to alleviate. 

The protection needs of the residents of these territories must remain at the forefront and yet intersecting processes 
of besiegement, affecting residents and humanitarians alike, have led to the humanitarian system normalising and 
internalising siege conditions, to the extent that minimal access is celebrated and seen as a success, and mandates 
are adjusted to political rather than ethical red lines. 

While reaffirming deep respect for humanitarian workers, the participants warned that debates in the system have 
been reduced to negotiating the logistics of aid delivery rather than addressing the political and legal structures 
enabling mass suffering. Setting the terms of negotiation, in essence by creating conditions under which “everyone 
becomes a logistician”, has led to “the absolute absence of discussion of the political creation of conditions to kill, 
including while accessing food.”
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Indeed, the “crisis of expectation” risks eroding accountability, allowing states and donors alike to treat obstruction as 
a manageable constraint rather than a violation. Throughout the roundtable, the erosion of international humanitarian 
law (IHL) and the silence of enforcement mechanisms were identified as major enablers of this pattern. In such 
contexts, another participant noted, humanitarian agencies’ programmatic ambitions have been “humbled,” becoming 
not only minimal but “illusional” because they do not actually respond or provide protection to people living under 
siege. Indeed, the focus on operational metrics (e.g., numbers of aid trucks) risks obscuring the deeper political 
dynamics that underpin access, protection and humanitarian outcomes. 

1.	 This report thus takes as its starting point the politics of responding to displacement under siege, including: the 
politics of labelling, or avoiding public or official assertions of, warfare as siege, as well as 

2.	 the silencing of humanitarian actors as an explicit or implicit condition of being permitted access to besieged 
people. 

These processes of labelling and silencing risk rendering humanitarian actors complicit with perpetrators on diverse 
levels. 

In spite of a widespread sense that IHL and traditional moral hierarchies have lost their binding power in such 
contexts, roundtable participants shared a commitment to seeking avenues to hold states accountable to existing 
legal frameworks and to ensure that humanitarian responses uphold, rather than sacrifice, moral and ethical principles 
for the sake of access alone. This is urgent because, as one contributor argued, “The provision of humanitarian aid 
is not, and should not be, the end goal.”

On the one hand, violations are no longer perceived as exceptions but rather as expected features of conflict. As 
such, it was recognised that “protection frameworks are descriptive, not preventative,” in the words of one participant.

On the other hand, the expectation of the violation of international law and human rights must not lead either to a 
normalisation of violation, or to an abrogation of the responsibility to seek accountability, protection and justice. 

Rather, it requires an enhanced commitment to hold perpetrators to account through diverse means and by diverse 
actors: from survivors to humanitarian practitioners, researchers and journalists, non-governmental organisations 
and UN agencies, as well as states and both regional and transregional organisations and networks. 

In situations where people are subjected to siege and siege-like conditions, it is essential to develop a multi-scalar and 
truly multi-party approach to accountability: this is particularly essential when states have abdicated responsibility for 
prevention, protection or punishment, including, most notably, when they have failed to hold other states (as well as 
non-state actors) to account for perpetrating genocide and crimes against humanity. In this regard, one contributor 
maintained that: “We cannot simply think about improving access in isolation; we need mechanisms that enforce 
accountability to ensure parties respect their obligations.”
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While humanitarian actors have often ultimately allowed states to self-regulate responsibilities, thereby limiting 
accountability mechanisms, the roundtable explored the urgent need for humanitarian workers and humanitarian 
organisations to reconsider their “red lines” (see Box 1) and to focus intently both on the dangers of “forced localisation” 
on the one hand, and on the potential of different models of accountability in the present and future on the other.

At different junctures of the roundtable, participants turned to the long-standing moral dilemma of staying versus 
withdrawing. Some argued that presence, even under siege, is an ethical necessity; others contended that 
unconditional presence legitimises impunity. The consensus leaned toward principled endurance and remaining 
engaged, but setting explicit thresholds for acceptable compromise, and acknowledging when humanitarianism 
itself has become hostage to political agendas. 

This was often referred to as the need to set individual, organisational and collective “red lines,” as reflected in 
the following quotations from roundtable participants:

What do actors call out as a siege? When there is political pressure to not talk about violations, actors feel 
constrained, but we need to have some clear red lines.

There must be a limit, a red line—a point when enough is enough. Sometimes, it is ethically right to suspend 
operations rather than compromise core principles. Staying at any cost can normalise abuse and erode 
humanitarian credibility. 

Not every organisation will have the same red lines, but opening up discussions about decisions and trade-
offs can improve collective integrity.

Reflecting the broader academic literature on the moral dilemmas of humanitarian presence and withdrawal, 
participants shared their growing discomfort with humanitarian complicity under siege conditions. The group 
recognised that continued presence can legitimise oppressive control structures. Relatedly, a persistent moral 
tension exists: presence as solidarity versus presence as endorsement of coercion.

A recurring theme throughout the roundtable was the ethics of endurance versus disengagement. Many 
participants argued for remaining “with thresholds,” where humanitarian presence continues only if accompanied 
by advocacy or the exposure of denial conditions. This is consistent with the conclusion that humanitarianism 
must evolve from rhetorical neutrality toward moral transparency: staying, but not silently.

Box 1: Staying or Withdrawing: Individual, Organisational and Collective Red Lines
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 Part 1: The Politicisation of Aid: The Production and 
Governance of Siege
The politicisation of aid was overwhelmingly ranked as the main barrier to access by roundtable participants, closely 
followed by bureaucratic and security restrictions. However, these restrictions, which have previously often been 
treated as technical barriers by policymakers and practitioners alike, were reframed as deliberate instruments of 
punishment and discipline. This reframing aligns with discussions that described access as being “negotiated 
through coercion” and bureaucracy as “the weaponisation of delay.” 

Meanwhile, although funding shortfalls have been the subject of extensive discussion and analysis since the 
major de-funding of humanitarian and development organisations, during the roundtable, funding shortfalls were 
consistently seen as important but secondary symptoms: in essence, funding gaps, while real, are downstream 
effects of political control and not primary causes.

Overall, roundtable participants thus emphasised that humanitarian crises must be understood as politically 
engineered rather than circumstantially caused. Politicisation was not just seen as a contextual obstacle but as the 
organising logic of restriction, or what participants framed as “siege as governance.” Indeed, participants repeatedly 
identified siege not as an episodic event but as a governing mechanism, combining elements of both “physical and 
material siege” and “regulations that impose siege.” 

The Politicisation of Aid in Gaza, Syria and Yemen

In the case of Gaza, participants emphasised a “political model of deprivation by design,” where humanitarian 
corridors are subordinated to political calculations. Experts referred to an “excess of siege and besiegement,” a “total 
absence of protection,” and the fact that “negotiating exceptions accounts for the majority of time by humanitarians 
spent trying to secure protection.” With every item entering the territory requiring Israeli authorisation, from hospital 
equipment to basic foodstuffs, participants described this act as part of the “bureaucracy of scarcity.” 

In Syria, access was also described as structurally politicised. The previous regime’s insistence on channelling 
assistance through official bodies turned humanitarian delivery into an extension of state policy. One participant 
noted that access in Syria was deeply politicised, not merely in the sense of aid agencies reaching affected 
populations, but also in civilians’ ability to receive services without punishment because aid delivery often led to 
retaliatory bombings: this participant noted that civilians reported being attacked “twice as much” after receiving 
assistance, creating moral and operational dilemmas for humanitarian staff, who felt complicit in harm despite their 
efforts. Although that example took place during Assad’s regime, the manipulation of humanitarian space for military 
purposes, along with sanctions, border politics and donor-driven compartmentalisation, has left millions of people 
reliant on an aid system that must continually negotiate with the very actors violating international law.

In Yemen, the restriction of aid under siege is manifested through administrative control and internal division. The 
multiplicity of governing authorities generates competing approval chains, duplicated clearances, and financial 
isolation (ElKahlout et al. 2022). Aid convoys are detained for weeks; staff require security escorts to move between 
governorates; banking restrictions and currency collapse obstruct procurement and payment. Humanitarian action 
is therefore not merely hindered by conflict but fragmented by rival authorities. Ultimately, the crisis of access is the 
result of the collapse of governance itself, producing a permanent emergency in which humanitarian workers operate 
under surveillance, intimidation and arbitrary detention. 
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The Political and Policy Implications of "Naming" Siege

The participants noted that one barrier to access is the very terminology employed in describing humanitarian crises: 
the consensus was that how a crisis is described is not merely a matter of semantics but can shape the scope and 
speed of international engagement, funding and legal recourse.

The term “siege” has re-emerged as a central descriptor in contemporary armed conflicts across the WANA region, 
and yet its usage remains inconsistent across contexts. Indeed, the term has been applied with varying frequency 
and political weight across different processes of warfare against civil populations, reflecting both the material 
realities on the ground and the geopolitical narratives that surround them. 

As noted by one participant, the selective use—or avoidance—of the term “siege” has profound political and policy 
implications: 

There’s inconsistency in how the term “siege” is applied. Yemen was rarely labelled as such, yet similar 
measures elsewhere are called blockades. This inconsistency across politics, rhetoric and discourse 
undermines advocacy and protection efforts. We need clear acknowledgment of what constitutes a siege 
and consistent responses to it.

When used, the term can trigger legal scrutiny under IHL, particularly regarding the prohibition of starvation as a 
method of warfare and the obligation to allow humanitarian access, and can galvanize international attention and 
pressure. 

Conversely, avoiding the term may reflect geopolitical sensitivities, such as the reluctance of states or international 
organisations to directly implicate powerful actors or to acknowledge the deliberate use of starvation and isolation as 
tools of war. The substitution of terms like “blockade,” “encirclement,” or “access denial” can dilute the legal and moral 
urgency of the situation, potentially delaying humanitarian responses or muting calls for accountability. 

In Gaza and Syria, recognising and naming warfare as “siege” has helped galvanise international attention and 
advocacy; this has included civil society-led efforts to break the Israeli siege of Gaza via solidarity flotillas and 
attempts by states and legal foundations to hold perpetrators to account through the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) and the International Criminal Court (ICC), although with devastatingly limited impact on the ground. Notably, 
the Israeli Defence Minister’s public declaration that he was ordering a “complete siege on the Gaza Strip” provides 
a direct counter-point to the political attempts by many states and UN agencies alike to avoid invoking this term: it is 
a public assertion of the impunity with which the Israeli state acts outside and against the rule of law.

Indeed, in Yemen and Sudan, the preference for terms like “blockade,” “access restrictions” or “siege-like conditions” 
reflects a reluctance to directly implicate powerful state and non-state actors in potential war crimes. This linguistic 
and conceptual ambiguity can dilute the urgency of humanitarian appeals and hinder accountability mechanisms. 

The following subsection briefly traces the use and avoidance of the term “siege” in each of the cases of Gaza, Syria, 
Yemen, Sudan and Lebanon. In so doing, this section provides a brief summary of some of the key violations faced 
by residents and humanitarians alike, whilst also noting how local residents have responded to these violations. The 
latter includes responses during processes of “forced localisation” (Antaby 2025) and the ways that local residents 
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have denounced their experiences of besiegement. 

Ultimately, the discrepancies outlined in this section of the report highlight the political and discursive dimensions 
of humanitarian terminology, with “siege” functioning not only as a descriptor of military tactics but also as a tool of 
both advocacy and accountability. The choice of whether to use or avoid this term affects not only public perception 
but also operational realities: the terminology used in UN reports and donor communications can influence funding 
flows, access negotiations and the framing of legal investigations. 

It can also underpin decisions of whether, and if so, when international interventions are required to prevent 
massacres and genocidal acts. Beyond conceptual debates, the usage or avoidance of the term “siege” thus has 
material, political and policy implications. 

The Use and Avoidance of the Term “Siege” in Gaza, Syria, Yemen, Lebanon and  
Sudan

Gaza: Complete Siege Declared by an Occupying Power

Roundtable participants emphasised that the siege on Gaza originated in the Israeli military order imposed on Gaza 
on June 5, 1967, with subsequent policies representing extensions of this original blockade framework. Systems of 
control and siege thus predate the ongoing genocide, and there is a long-standing structure of domination that turns 
humanitarian assistance into a negotiation of exceptions.

In Gaza, the term “siege” is widely used by humanitarian actors, legal scholars and local communities to describe 
both the Israeli-imposed blockade and military encirclement since 2007, and both by observers and by the Israeli 
state itself since 2023, when Israel’s Defence Minister formally announced and then oversaw the “complete siege on 
the Gaza Strip.” The “complete siege” has been identified as one of the most intense and destructive sieges in recent 
history, with all supplies of electricity, food, water and fuel cut off. It has been recognised as “constituting a genocidal 
act, a blatant form of unlawful collective punishment, and the war crime of using starvation of civilians as a method 
of warfare” (Amnesty International 2025). Legal scholars, human rights organisations, the UN Commission of Inquiry 

OHCHR notes that the term “siege” is not defined by international law but can be understood as “the military 
encirclement of an area with the imposition of restrictions on the entry and exit of essential goods with the aim of 
forcing its surrender” (OHCHR 2017).

While requiring both consistent definition and application, the term “siege” is not only descriptive but also carries 
legal and moral weight. Although they are not prohibited per se under IHL, the conduct of sieges is tightly regulated, 
particularly regarding the protection of civilians and the prohibition of starvation as a method of warfare.

Siege warfare is subject to strict legal constraints. The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols prohibit 
the starvation of civilians as a method of warfare (Additional Protocol I, Article 54; Additional Protocol II, Article 14), 
and require that humanitarian relief be allowed and facilitated during siege situations (ICRC nd). The Rome Statute 
of the ICC classifies starvation and the intentional deprivation of humanitarian aid as war crimes (Article 8(2)(b)
(xxv)). 

In spite of these prohibitions, in practice, sieges often result in the purposeful production of widespread suffering, 
with civilians trapped in encircled areas facing bombardment, death and injury, disease, hunger and the overlapping 
processes of displacement and enforced immobility.

Box 2:  What is Siege?
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and the International Court of Justice have found that Israel’s actions in Gaza plausibly constitute genocide under the 
1948 Genocide Convention (UN Human Rights Council 2024). 

Local humanitarian workers, who have directly faced the limitations, and dangers, of aid delivery under conditions of 
forced localisation, as well as members of Palestinian civil society and political leaders, often use the term “siege” in 
ways that reflect—and both document and resist—their direct experiences of warfare. Using this term is one way of 
denouncing these acts as a form of collective punishment and as a violation of international law. 

With over 82% of the territory rendered inaccessible by the Israeli siege, the North of Gaza has been almost entirely 
cut off from aid, with fewer than 30% of residents reporting any receipt of humanitarian assistance (OCHA oPt 2025; 
Stoddard et al. 2024). Humanitarian corridors were denied, aid workers and aid convoys have faced systematic 
denial of entry and bureaucratic delays, and humanitarian personnel have been subjected to direct attacks. Over 
579 aid workers have been killed by the Israeli forces, including 388 UN staff members, 133 NGO and international 
non-governmental organization (INGO) workers, 54 members of the Palestine Red Crescent Society (PRCS) and 
four ICRC workers (OCHA oPt 2025). Palestinian humanitarian staff continue to face continuous physical danger: 
arrests, forced disappearances, targeted strikes, and online vilification. The situation has exposed the limits of the 
international humanitarian system and the extreme dangers of “forced localisation” without adequate support or 
protection (Antaby 2025). The defunding and discursive delegitimisation of and attacks on the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) by major donors and the Israeli state have 
furthered weakened the humanitarian response, as the agency remains the largest provider of education, health and 
relief services in Gaza. With both Palestinians and UNRWA under attack outside of Gaza, participants emphasised 
that the siege of Gaza must be viewed alongside the siege of the West Bank, rather than accepting and reinforcing 
the isolation of one from the other.

Mutual Aid and Forced Localisation in Gaza

With “fewer than 10 international NGOs [managing] direct operations in Gaza” by March 2024 due to the Israeli state’s 
systematic denial of entry to international humanitarian personnel (Stoddard et al. 2024), local actors across Gaza 
have assumed primary responsibility for aid delivery under extreme risk. Members of local communities across Gaza 
have built on long-standing histories of mutual aid. Local groups and NGOs have coordinated aid distribution where 
possible. Families have shared limited resources and have developed informal bartering systems in areas cut off from 
formal markets. Community kitchens, informal shelters and grassroots networks have emerged to distribute food and 
water. These have included many efforts and initiatives led by women, in spite of the insurmountable challenges 
they and their families have faced, living in overcrowded shelters, enduring multiple processes of displacement, 
and being unable to access emergency, maternal or infant healthcare due to lack of transport and the deliberate 
destruction of hospitals. 
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Syria: Siege Warfare by Government and Opposition Forces

In Syria, “siege” has been used to describe the encirclement, starvation tactics, denial of medical care and evacuations 
and targeting of aid workers employed by both government and opposition forces in cities like Eastern Ghouta, 
Madaya and parts of Aleppo, as well as Yarmouk camp in Damascus, with the UN documenting multiple instances 
of “siege warfare” as violations of IHL and as potential war crimes (OHCHR 2018; UN Commission of Inquiry 2020). 
Entire areas have been subjected to prolonged sieges, some lasting for years. In Eastern Ghouta, for example, 
over 400,000 people were trapped for four years, with severe malnutrition, lack of medical care and repeated aerial 
bombardments leading to thousands of civilian deaths (IRC 2018). Humanitarian access was heavily restricted, with 
aid convoys frequently delayed or denied by the Syrian government and other armed actors. When aid was allowed 
in, it was often conditional on political concessions or used as leverage in local ceasefire negotiations. Indeed, 
humanitarian corridors have often been manipulated for political gain, and local truces have frequently resulted 
in forced displacement rather than the provision of relief (Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the 
Syrian Arab Republic 2018). 

Although cross-border aid mechanisms have been subject to Security Council vetoes, the framing of these violations 
under the label “siege” has been central to international reporting and legal documentation. The Independent 
International Commission of Inquiry on Syria has characterised sieges (particularly in Eastern Ghouta, Aleppo and 
Madaya) as systematic war crimes involving starvation, denial of humanitarian access, and forced displacement. As 
in Gaza, these sieges were often accompanied by the use of prohibited weapons and deliberate targeting of medical 
infrastructure (Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic 2018). 

Syrian local councils and citizen journalists in besieged areas like Madaya and Eastern Ghouta have also used the 
term to document and protest the use of starvation tactics, bombardment and forced evacuations, often framing 
the suffering of their communities in terms of, and appealing directly to, international legal norms (Independent 
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic 2018).  

Locally Led Responses Under Siege in Syria

As humanitarian access has been heavily restricted and often politicised, members of local communities have 
developed survival and mutual aid strategies, including underground hospitals (known as “cave hospitals”) established 
to treat the wounded away from aerial attacks, as well as local councils,neighbourhood kitchens and informal 
education systems and health networks. Local councils and civil society groups have organised food distribution, 
water trucking and informal education systems, while women have played a critical role in sustaining families and 
communities, often leading neighbourhood kitchens and informal health networks (ElKahlout and Elgibali 2020).
 

Yemen: The Ambivalent Naming of Sieges

While the term “siege” has been widely used in relation to both Gaza and Syria, the application of the term in Yemen 
has been more contested and divided. Humanitarian access across Yemen has been severely restricted by both the 
Houthi movement and the internationally recognised government, supported by a Saudi-led coalition, which hold 
fragmented authority over different geographical areas of the country. However, in Yemen, as elsewhere, there is 
often pressure on humanitarian agencies not to use the term “siege.” Concrete examples were offered by roundtable 
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participants of state parties to the conflict exerting political pressure on humanitarian organisations not to refer 
to those states as producing siege and siege-like conditions in Yemen. These examples of linguistic caution, and 
linguistic policing, reflect a broader reluctance to confront the political responsibilities of donor states and coalition 
members, while preserving diplomatic relationships and funding flows.

The avoidance of the term “siege” in official discourse often stems from geopolitical considerations. For instance, 
the Saudi-led coalition—backed by powerful Western states including the United States of America and the United 
Kingdom—has imposed blockades and restricted access to ports and airspace, particularly around Hodeidah 
and Taiz (American Center for Justice 2024). Although these actions have led to widespread starvation, medical 
shortages and displacement, and the UN has documented severe restrictions on aid, sniper attacks on civilians 
and the use of starvation as a weapon of war (Schmitt et al. 2019), the term “siege” has rarely been used in official 
UN or donor discourse with regard to the Saudi-led coalition and the Yemeni armed forces, in part because it would 
implicate key international partners in potential violations of IHL. 

On the one hand, the UN and humanitarian organisations have described “siege-like tactics” in cities such as Taiz, 
especially as international humanitarian organisations struggled to access the city, with convoys frequently blocked 
or delayed. However, in key UN reports, “siege-like tactics” are solely named in relation to violations committed 
by Houthi fighters (OHCHR 2019: 70), while the Yemeni armed forces (supported by the Saudi-led coalition) are 
variously framed as “breaking the ‘siege’” (OHCHR 2019: 71, 76) or as engaging in tactics described through more 
neutral or technical terms like “blockade” or “access restrictions.” The latter dilute the legal and moral urgency of the 
situation and may limit both advocacy and accountability.

The exceptional use, and avoidance, of the term “siege” in the case of Taiz and elsewhere in Yemen is notable. In 
the same UN OHCHR report, the word “siege” is placed in inverted commas throughout, implicitly questioning the 
applicability or relevance of the term through punctuation, as well as by referring to the situation under consideration 
in phrases such as “What has been dubbed ‘the siege of Ta’izz’” (OHCHR 2019: 82, emphasis added). 

Importantly, while the term “siege” is infrequently used in official diplomatic or international discourse for political 
reasons, it is regularly invoked by members of besieged communities. The UN itself has documented the extent 
to which local residents themselves have insisted on using the term “siege” to describe, document and resist their 
experiences of besiegement (see OHCHR 2019: 73, 82). Local residents have increasingly adopted the term “siege” 
to describe their isolation and deprivation, demonstrating leadership in seeking to hold relevant parties accountable, 
even as international actors have remained cautious.

Locally Led Responses Under Siege in Yemen

Local communities across Yemen, including in Taiz and Hodeidah, have organised volunteer groups and women’s 
cooperatives to distribute food, coordinate mobile clinics and provide informal education for children unable to attend 
school. Across all areas of the country, local communities have responded through community-based organisations, 
as well as by working with the Yemen Red Crescent Society. Local NGOs and youth organisations have partnered 
with international organisations to help deliver aid, restore infrastructure and create local capacity for a more effective 
response. These community-led efforts are crucial for reaching people in difficult areas and tailoring aid to local 
needs, but are nonetheless insufficient to meet the needs of a population that has been under siege for a decade. 
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Sudan: The Discursive Containment of Siege 

In Sudan, during the conflict in Darfur and more recently in Khartoum and other urban centres, the term “siege” has 
occasionally surfaced to describe the encirclement of cities, the obstruction of aid and the targeting of civilians, 
although it has not gained the same traction or legal framing as in Gaza or Syria. Indeed, across Sudan, the term 
“siege” has been inconsistently applied to describe such tactics, and is often avoided in official UN communications 
despite the clear parallels with classical siege conditions (UN News 2025; UNOCHA 2025a). This is partly due 
to the fragmented nature of authority in Sudan, where no single actor holds uncontested control, and partly due 
to the political sensitivities surrounding international engagement with the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) (which is 
supported by the United Arab Emirates) and the Sudanese armed forces. 

The international community’s hesitancy to characterise the RSF’s actions in Darfur, and particularly in El Fasher, 
as a siege can be seen as being linked to broader diplomatic calculations. These forms of discursive containment 
intersect with wider hierarchies of whose displacement counts as a crisis at all, with Sudanese refugees frequently 
rendered invisible in public and policy debates despite the scale of their displacement (El Jundi 2025). Labelling the 
RSF’s actions as siege would require stronger legal and political responses, including potential ICC referrals and 
sanctions, which many states are reluctant to pursue due to strategic interests in the broader region. As in Yemen, 
the avoidance of the term reflects a form of discursive containment, where humanitarian language is shaped to fit 
political constraints rather than legal or ethical clarity.

Noting that the atrocities that unfolded in El Fasher in North Darfur in October 2025 were “foreseen and preventable, 
but they were not prevented” (Türk 2025)— with the area being under siege, with roads and aid routes blocked, 
hospitals bombed, civilians trapped without food, water or medical care and subsequently massacred—the UN has 
recently described the city as a “crime scene” and the ICC is collecting evidence for potential prosecutions (ABC 
News, 2025). 

Although the term “siege” is now starting to be more widely adopted for the Sudanese context in international legal 
and diplomatic forums following the massacre of El Fasher, civil society groups across Sudan have long used the 
term to describe the encirclement of El Fasher and other cities, where humanitarian access has been blocked for 
months and civilians have faced starvation and indiscriminate violence (UNOCHA 2025a). 

Locally Led Responses Under Siege in Sudan

As in all of the cases examined in this report, across Sudan local communities have mobilised to provide support, 
with resistance committees, women’s groups and youth networks organising food distribution and shelter. 
Examples from Sudan illustrate how community-based mutual aid initiatives, including Emergency Response 
Rooms (ERRs), emergency kitchens (takaaya) and community committees, have filled the vacuum created 
by state collapse. ERRs organise food distribution, medical evacuation and negotiation at checkpoints. In El 
Fasher, community leaders have coordinated with diaspora networks to secure emergency funds and supplies. 
Communities themselves have organised ad hoc humanitarian corridors, often mediated by tribal leaders or local 
committees who risk reprisals for facilitating relief. 

Roundtable participants stressed that humanitarian space in Sudan now survives through informal diplomacy: 
a chain of micro-negotiations at every crossing. Although these initiatives are informal and sometimes politically 
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contested, they have become the core of survival networks. Their legitimacy stems not from international recognition 
but from local trust. While these efforts are increasingly unsustainable in the face of ongoing violence, lack of fuel 
and the targeting of aid workers, roundtable participants urged that such local initiatives be viewed as integral parts 
of the humanitarian ecosystem, not as stop-gap substitutes.

Lebanon: De Facto Siege Conditions

As noted above, in Gaza and Syria the term “siege” has been widely used to describe and seek accountability for 
violations of international law, while in Yemen and Sudan there has been an uneven application, and often a reluctance 
to describe violations as siege. In Lebanon, “siege” is rarely used in contemporary humanitarian discourse, despite 
the presence of military blockades and buffer zones along the southern border, while Israel has created siege-like 
and de facto siege conditions in many areas of the country. The term “siege” retains historical significance, particularly 
in reference to the 1982 Israeli siege of Beirut, but current humanitarian challenges (such as displacement, the 
destruction of infrastructure and restricted access to services) are typically framed in terms of “access constraints” 
or “security-related barriers” (UNOCHA 2025b). 

Nonetheless, while the term is less prevalent in Lebanon, some local actors have invoked the language of siege to 
describe the politically maintained isolation of southern border communities during periods of Israeli bombardment 
and military incursions into Lebanese territory, as well as in relation to Palestinian refugee camps across Lebanon. 
Such processes arguably amount to de facto encirclement through legal and infrastructural restrictions, and create 
conditions that mirror siege-like deprivation even without the formal designation. Local usage of the term challenges 
international narratives and underscores the need to centre affected communities in humanitarian analysis and 
response.

Since October 2023, Israel has regularly bombarded Lebanon. Its ongoing military activity, the destruction of 
infrastructure and its military enforcement of buffer zones along the southern border has prevented the return of 
displaced populations and has hindered aid delivery: by 1 June 2026, over 1.1 million people were internally displaced 
across Lebanon (UNHCR 2026e), with only 129,724 of these internally displaced people (IDPs) living in official 
collective shelters (OCHA 2026). Although the Humanitarian Notification System has improved access in some areas, 
many communities remain cut off from essential services (UNOCHA 2025b; UNHCR 2026f). As in Gaza, Israel’s 
bombardment of Southern Lebanon has devastated agricultural infrastructure, and the use of white phosphorus 
has rendered large swathes of land unusable and has contaminated water sources (Action Against Hunger and 
Oxfam 2024; Khalil 2025). By the end of 2025, nearly 90% of farmers in affected areas had reported a collapse in 
food production (Insecurity Insight 2025). These actions have crippled Lebanon’s food systems, particularly in the 
south and in the Bekaa Valley, and have prevented access to farmland, effectively isolating communities and creating 
siege-like levels of deprivation. The continued Israeli military presence across Southern Lebanon since 2023 through 
to the time of writing (1 June 2026), despite an official February 2025 withdrawal deadline, and the subsequent 
announcement of a ceasefire on 17 April 2026, has further obstructed recovery and humanitarian access. 

Meanwhile, since 2023, Palestinian refugee camps have simultaneously been exposed to targeted bombardment by 
the Israeli forces and have experienced increased restrictions by the Lebanese army on the freedom of movement 
of their residents, which include Palestinian, Syrian, Kurdish and Iraqi refugees. Informal camp entrances have been 
blocked and closed, with military checkpoints strictly enforced at the official entrances and exits to the camps. These 
closures prevent camp residents from accessing healthcare, education and employment outside of the camp, and 

https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/lebanon/lebanon-flash-update-62-escalation-hostilities-lebanon-6-march-2025
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block Palestinian and Syrian refugees living in neighbourhoods adjacent to the official camp from being able to 
access healthcare, education and employment inside the camp. In some cases, humanitarian organisations have 
been denied access to the camps, or have been required to coordinate with multiple security agencies, delaying aid 
delivery. These developments underscore the need to recognise siege-like conditions beyond conventional military 
encirclement, including legal, infrastructural and administrative restrictions that isolate populations and deny them 
access to essential services. 

Locally Led Responses in Lebanon 

Across Lebanon, long-standing community networks have been key to sustaining aid delivery through layered crises 
(economic collapse, protracted displacement, ongoing refugee arrivals and political paralysis), including through 
mutual aid networks running informal health clinics and community kitchens. In Lebanon, as elsewhere, such 
initiatives are limited for many reasons. For instance, women lead many of these initiatives, despite facing legal and 
economic exclusion and the varying risks that arise due to participation. Meanwhile, older persons and people with 
disabilities often cannot navigate checkpoints or access services, while men are at significant risk of being detained 
at checkpoints and (in the case of refugee men) at times also risk being deported. 
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Part 2: The Systemic Nature of Barriers to Access 
Across Gaza, Syria, Sudan, Yemen and Lebanon, the participants identified several recurring themes that highlight 
the systemic nature of siege and siege-like conditions in contemporary conflicts. 

The Weaponisation of Access and the Destruction of Civilian Infrastructure

In all contexts, parties to conflict have used control over humanitarian access as a strategic tool. Whether through 
complete blockades (Gaza), encirclements (Syria, Sudan, Yemen) or administrative or physical restrictions (Gaza, 
Syria, Yemen, Lebanon), parties to conflict have used control over humanitarian access as a tool of war. Access is 
contingent on security narratives that shift faster than aid systems can adapt. In Gaza and Yemen, the designation 
of areas as “military zones” or “terror-linked” effectively criminalises assistance. In Syria and Sudan, humanitarian 
corridors open and close according to the rhythm of negotiation, making long-term planning impossible. 

Participants highlighted that the politicisation of “neutrality” itself has become a weapon, with authorities accusing 
agencies of bias whenever they attempt to operate independently. In all cases, the denial of aid has been accompanied 
by attacks on civilian infrastructure, including hospitals (see Box 3), while water systems, roads, markers and food 
supply chains have been systematically targeted or rendered inoperable, compounding humanitarian needs and 
obstructing aid delivery. In Gaza, the war has destroyed over 80% of vital infrastructure—including health facilities, 
water and sanitation networks, housing and electricity systems—reducing the population to near-total dependency 
on humanitarian aid (Alsousi 2025). Access is often conditional, politicised or denied outright.

Medical infrastructure and personnel are among the most systematically targeted elements in siege warfare, with 
devastating consequences for civilian survival and humanitarian response. In Gaza, all existing hospitals have been 
bombed by the Israeli forces, maternity wards destroyed and ambulances attacked, leaving doctors to operate 
in makeshift clinics with no anaesthesia, electricity or surgical equipment. Amputations are performed without 
pain relief, and patients with chronic illnesses are left untreated. In Syria, medical facilities in besieged areas like 
Eastern Ghouta and Aleppo have been deliberately targeted by airstrikes, forcing doctors underground into “cave 
hospitals.” In Sudan, hospitals in El Fasher and other besieged cities have been looted and bombed, and medical 
staff killed or forced to flee. 

These attacks violate IHL, which protects medical personnel and facilities, yet accountability remains elusive. The 
destruction of medical infrastructure is not collateral damage: it is a strategic tool used to break civilian resistance 
and deepen humanitarian collapse.

Looking forward, protecting and strengthening medical responses under siege requires urgent and coordinated 
action. Advocacy must prioritise the enforcement of international legal protection for medical infrastructure and 
personnel, including sanctions against those who target hospitals, clinics and medical practitioners. 

Funding models must shift to support locally led healthcare systems, including mobile clinics, telemedicine and 
community-based care networks. Training and mental health support for medical staff should be integrated into 
humanitarian programming, with special attention to gender, age and disability. International medical associations 
and diaspora health professionals can play a key role in solidarity initiatives, documentation, and remote support.

Box 3:   Local Medical Systems and Doctors Under Siege
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Explosive Ordnance 

Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, Sudan, and Yemen are all heavily contaminated with explosive ordnance, including landmines, 
unexploded ordnance (UXOs) and improvised explosive devices (IEDs), posing an extreme and ongoing risk to 
civilian populations (see Box 4). Across these territories, the presence of explosive ordnance, the widespread use 
of explosive weapons in populated areas, and attacks on civilian infrastructure all significantly impede both access 
to affected populations and protection efforts. As emphasised throughout the roundtable, embedding landmine risk 
education messages in standard curricula in schools can make protection efforts more sustainable. However, risk 
education initiatives in Gaza illustrate the practical challenges faced: staff attempt to deliver life-saving guidance 
to large, highly mobile populations amid widespread explosive hazards, yet the sheer scale of need and limited 
resources create gaps in protection and increase the likelihood of civilians, particularly childen, being exposed to 
severe harm by UXOs.

Displacement and Entrapment

Humanitarianism under siege disproportionately affects internally displaced people, who are often forced to flee 
multiple times within conflict zones, only to be trapped in areas with no access to aid, protection or safe shelter. In 
Gaza, over 90% of the population has been displaced, many repeatedly, with no safe corridors and no functioning 
humanitarian infrastructure. Displaced families live in overcrowded shelters or informal encampments, where women 
have double and triple burdens of caring for themselves, family members and other displaced people in inhumane 
conditions and without access to food, personal hygiene products or healthcare, and where children suffer from 
trauma, malnutrition and disrupted education. In Sudan, IDPs in Darfur have fled RSF attacks only to be encircled 
again in besieged cities like El Fasher, where humanitarian convoys are blocked and hospitals bombed. Older 
persons and people with disabilities are often left behind during displacement due to mobility challenges, and are 
also physically unable to leave after receiving “evacuation notices”. Those who survive face extreme barriers to 
accessing food, water and medical care.

Gaza: The Gaza Strip is heavily contaminated with diverse explosive ordnance, including aerial bombs and deep-
buried bombs within the rubble of destroyed infrastructure. Mine action experts warn the danger could last 20 to 30 
years. The high population density means even minimal contamination has widespread consequences, hindering 
humanitarian aid delivery and the safe return of displaced families. Children face heightened risks from IEDs, which 
are often constructed from everyday objects. 

Syria: After over a decade of war, Syria is profoundly contaminated with explosive ordnance, with estimates 
suggesting more than a million explosive munitions were used. Incidents have surged as displaced people attempt 
to return to their homes and agricultural lands. Data for 2025 indicate a potential tripling of the average annual death 
rate from UXO incidents compared to previous years.

Sudan: Sudan has one of the highest rates of civilian harm per incident involving explosive violence. Explosive 
ordnance poses a serious threat in both urban centres and rural areas, with ongoing security issues disrupting mine 
action and risk education efforts.

Yemen: Landmines and unexploded ordnance have been the leading cause of child casualties following the 2022 
truce, as families return to previously inaccessible areas. The country has large stocks of abandoned or unexploded 
ordnance used for IED production, with contamination affecting both agricultural land and critical infrastructure

Lebanon: The main threat comes from cluster munition remnants and IEDs, particularly near the “Blue Line” border. 
Lebanon is not on track to meet its cluster munition clearance targets due to funding cuts and ongoing hostilities 
by the Israeli armed forces.

Box 4:   Landmines, UXOs and IEDs:  Barriers to Reaching Residents and to Providing 
Protection 
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Involuntarily immobile populations, refering to those people who are unable to flee due to physical, legal or social 
constraints, are among the most invisible victims of siege warfare (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2019; El Jundi 2025). In 
Yemen, guardianship laws and gender norms restrict women’s movements, particularly in Houthi-controlled areas, 
where women cannot travel without a male guardian (mahram), even to access healthcare or flee violence. In Syria, 
persons with disabilities and older adults were frequently left behind in besieged zones like Eastern Ghouta, where 
evacuation was impossible and aid was denied. In Gaza, amputations resulting from bombardment and delayed 
medical care have left thousands physically immobile, trapped in areas with no functioning health system. These 
people are rarely prioritised in humanitarian planning, and their immobility is at times misinterpreted as resilience, 
neutrality or complicity, rather than as a direct consequence of structural violence and exclusion.

Refugees, particularly those in protracted displacement, such as Syrians in informal settlements or Palestinians 
in Lebanon, face siege-like conditions even outside active war zones. In Lebanon, the closure of camp entrances 
and legal restrictions on employment and property ownership have created conditions of chronic immobility and 
deprivation. Refugee women often lead informal health and education initiatives but face legal invisibility and 
economic exclusion. In Sudan, refugees fleeing Darfur into Chad face landmine risks and lack of access to aid 
across the border. 

Across all contexts, humanitarianism under siege often fails to adequately respond to the layered vulnerabilities 
of displacement, gender, age and disability. Aid systems often prioritise logistical access over equitable inclusion, 
leaving the most marginalised populations without access or recourse to protection. Addressing these gaps requires 
a shift from access-driven humanitarianism to justice-oriented approaches that centre the direct experiences of 
those most affected.

As one participant explained: 

The delivery of aid is not sufficient if vulnerable populations cannot reach it: in Gaza, the world’s highest 
number of child amputees underscores that humanitarian challenges include both access and protection, 
also highlighting the need for integrated approaches to address severe and long-term consequences of 
conflict… Amputees may be unable to access aid, even if this has been delivered. There can be no access 
if children cannot reach any aid that has been delivered.

"Peer Learning" by Authorities Besieging Populations

Barriers to humanitarian access across the WANA region are recognised as systematic, deliberate and mutually 
reinforcing. They derive from the fusion of political control, administrative paralysis and legal impunity. Participants 
noted that governments and non-state actors who have been violating international law have learned from one 
another: refining methods of obstruction, demonising the victim, borrowing the language of security and turning 
humanitarian access into a controlled and weaponised resource. 

Amongst the commonalities across Gaza, Sudan, Syria, Yemen and Lebanon, what is “most striking,” in the view of a 
number of participants, has been the “significant comprehension by perpetrators of the importance of learning from 
each other, including learning how to defend their actions.” In this way, authorities have shown a systematic approach 
to imposing obstacles on populations and defending their actions, with control measures evolving and shifting from 
“general to exceptional permissions.” Across all of the situations underpinning this report, participants noted a broad 
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trend of learning and adaptation among those imposing control over populations. Participants emphasised that the 
humanitarian community must confront this reality not only operationally but politically: by reasserting international 
law, documenting violations and challenging the normalisation of siege and siege-like conditions. 

Local Humanitarian Leadership

In all cases, local actors (including women-led groups, youth networks and community-based organisations) have 
played a central role in sustaining life under siege. In the absence of sustained international access, local NGOs, 
community leaders and informal networks provide food, shelter and medical care, often drawing on long histories 
of mutual aid. As one participant emphasised, the international sector has never been the biggest provider: it 
has always been the local. In Gaza, UNRWA is the biggest local provider, but has been subjected to systematic 
dismantlement. Participants maintained that there is “a real need to defend and sustain UNRWA just as we need 
to defend and support Emergency Response Rooms in Sudan and emergency kitchens in both Gaza and Sudan.” 
Local efforts, while vital, are often unsupported and underfunded, with local actors operating without legal protection 
or international recognition often facing significant risk (see below). 

Local and Informal Negotiation Networks

Local actors continue to find entry points for negotiation. In Sudan, Lebanon and Yemen, local mediators and 
community-level informal negotiation networks and structures have become indispensable counterparts, capable of 
opening channels where formal diplomacy or UN frameworks fail (ElKahlout and Elgibali 2020). Yet this localisation 
is double-edged: local responders carry the highest risks while receiving the least protection. Participants called for 
a recalibration of international partnerships, one that transfers resources and authority, but not danger (Legal Acrion 
Worldwide 2024).

Forced Localisation and Heightened Risks Under Siege

The localisation agenda, which officially seeks to ensure that local actors lead humanitarian response, remains 
central to reform efforts, yet it exposes stark inequalities in risk and recognition. When exploring structural imbalances 
in humanitarian practice, the roundtable participants identified localization both as an aspiration and as a field of 
tension and danger. While all agreed that local actors are the first and most credible responders present in besieged 
areas, assuming disproportionate risks without commensurate protection or visibility, participants described how the 
international system continues to treat local responders as subcontractors rather than partners. 

In Gaza, Sudan and Syria, the vast majority of aid workers killed in 2024–2025 were national staff, with hundreds of 
local aid workers being killed or detained in each of these contexts, often without international outcry. In contrast, 
attacks on international staff tend to trigger global media attention and diplomatic responses (Ferragamo 2025). 
In Gaza, for example, the deaths of seven international aid workers from World Central Kitchen in April 2024 
prompted global outrage and diplomatic pressure, while the deaths of hundreds of Palestinian aid workers received 
comparatively little attention. This disparity reflects a troubling hierarchy of humanitarian worth and undermines 
principles of impartiality and humanity. Across the board, the roundtable highlighted that localisation must not 
become risk outsourcing (ElKahlout et al. 2022). The transfer of security risks to local partners, unaccompanied 
by an equivalent duty of care, was condemned by roundtable participants as a recurring injustice in the current 
humanitarian model. 
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This is vividly illustrated in El Fasher, where survivors of extreme violence themselves partner with agencies to deliver 
aid on the ground, negotiating access and maintaining legitimacy in highly volatile environments. Strengthening 
these negotiation and engagement capacities is essential, while also learning from how local actors operate within 
their contexts. Yet, too often, localisation becomes risk outsourcing: in Syria, for example, international organisations 
restricted their operations in government-controlled areas, relying on local partners to assume security risks they 
were unwilling to take (ElKahlout and Elgibali 2020). Involving local actors in political processes can expose them 
to risks or force them into agendas they neither fully understand nor wish to pursue. Such practices undermine the 
ethics of partnership. Local actors already bring community acceptance, contextual knowledge and sustainability; 
they must also receive equal safety measures, training and legal protection. 

Ultimately, localisation must not mean risk transfer. It must be accompanied by equitable risk-sharing, duty of 
care, and mechanisms that prevent coordination from becoming tyranny by a few dominant actors. Without these 
commitments, localisation risks perpetuating injustice and undermining the principles of impartiality and humanity.

Context-Specific Barriers and Dynamics

While commonalities exist, each context also presents unique challenges shaped by geography, governance and 
conflict dynamics. In urban areas like Gaza City, Eastern Ghouta and Aleppo, the density of civilian populations has 
amplified the humanitarian impact of sieges. The destruction of multi-story housing, hospitals and markets has led 
to mass displacement and the collapse of basic services. In contrast, rural areas such as parts of South Lebanon 
or the outskirts of Taiz have faced isolation due to destroyed roads, mined farmland and the targeting of agricultural 
infrastructure, leading to food insecurity and economic collapse.

The size and geography of the territory also influence the severity of siege conditions. Gaza’s small, enclosed area 
and lack of internal safe zones have left civilians with nowhere to flee. In contrast, the vastness of Sudan and Yemen 
has allowed for significant processes of internal displacement, although often into equally insecure or inaccessible 
areas. The level of infrastructure destruction is another key variable: in Gaza and Sudan, the near-total collapse of 
health, water and sanitation systems has created conditions amounting to or akin to famine, as well as heightened 
epidemic risk; in Gaza, Sudan and Yemen, roads have been destroyed or are impassable; in Yemen, the destruction 
of bridges has actively prevented aid workers from reaching populations under siege. 

Finally, the degree of political centralisation or fragmentation affects both the imposition of sieges and the coordination 
of humanitarian responses. All of the situations addressed in this report have been characterised by different forms 
and scales of the fragmentation of authority and governance on the one hand, and of territorial fragmentation on the 
other. In Syria and Yemen, fragmented authority and competing armed groups have complicated access negotiations 
and led to inconsistency in the enforcement of humanitarian agreements. As one participant argued, “Dual systems of 
governance create duplicative and conflicting bureaucracies.” In contrast, the centralised control of the Israeli military 
over Gaza’s borders has enabled a more systematic and sustained siege, albeit with clearer lines to ultimately hold 
the Israeli authorities accountable.
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Part 3: Adaptation and Negative Coping Strategies 
Humanitarian decision-making under siege conditions is marked by a persistent tension between operational 
pragmatism and political realities on the one hand, and adherence to humanitarian, ethical principles on the others. 
Participants highlighted the moral dilemma that arises when agencies must choose between continuing operations 
under restrictive conditions, “localising risk” via locally based partners (as discussed above and in the Conclusion) 
or withdrawing altogether. 

On one side of the debate, some argued that maintaining operations at any cost risks legitimising abusive regimes 
and normalising violations of international law. On the other, withdrawal was seen as abandoning civilians and 
conceding humanitarian space to political actors. This raises urgent questions about humanitarian neutrality, ethical 
compromise and the role of international actors in perpetuating or challenging siege conditions (see Box 5). It also 
underscores the importance of supporting local organisations, which often have greater legitimacy and flexibility to 
document abuses and advocate for change.

The emerging consensus was that remaining and negotiating access is essential, but that this must be guided by 
explicit red lines and transparent reasoning. Throughout this process, every compromise should be documented, 
justified and periodically revisited to ensure that ethics become an operational discipline rather than a rhetorical 
aspiration. In turn, once the red line has been crossed, participants maintained that withdrawal can only truly be 
justified if accompanied by advocacy that exposes the conditions of denial. 

Participants maintained that the imperative to “stay and deliver” often conflicts with the duty to bear witness and 
advocate for protection and justice. While some agencies have found ways to speak out—for instance through 
independent commissions, anonymous testimonies or partnerships with civil society—many remain constrained by 
funding dependencies, host state pressures and the risk of operational shutdown.

Throughout the roundtable, participants often shared a sense that the humanitarian principles of neutrality, 
impartiality and independence are straining under the pressures of asymmetric warfare. Some argued that these 
principles have collapsed; others countered that they have not failed but that they have been rendered impossible 
to operationalise in today’s conflicts. 

The debate on how (and which) principles are needed to govern action in hybrid conflicts marked by occupation, 
blockade and digital disinformation carried a moral undertone: neutrality, long seen as the guarantor of humanitarian 
legitimacy, may now shield perpetrators more than it protects victims.

Ultimately, the participants largely agreed, humanitarian neutrality must not be conflated with silence: agencies 
must identify and uphold “red lines,” speaking out against violations beyond those thresholds and advocating for 
structural change, even when access is at risk.  

Participants noted the need to expose and resist constraints that limit the ability of UN agencies and INGOs 
to speak out, whether these are driven by donors or by occupying powers which purposefully restrict access 
to populations under siege. Advocacy, many argued, should be targeted at states, calling on them to uphold 
humanitarian principles over strategic alliances, including ending conditional funding or bureaucratic visa or permit 
procedures that discourage and at times criminalise the naming of perpetrators or the documentation of violations.

Examples such as Ukraine demonstrate that political and humanitarian tools (including sanctions and diplomatic 
measures) can be leveraged to influence state behaviour, yet these mechanisms have been inconsistently applied 
in other contexts, including in Gaza.

Box 5:   Humanitarian Principles in Contexts of Asymmetric Warfare
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The Ethics of Adaptation and Negative Institutional Coping

As noted throughout the roundtable, humanitarian actors working under siege conditions often adopt adaptive 
strategies to sustain operations. While some adaptations are necessary and pragmatic, others amount to negative 
institutional coping mechanisms that compromise core principles (see Box 6). These include self-censorship, 
strategic silencing (see Box 7) and the dilution of legal language in reports. Such practices are calculated survival 
strategies shaped by the perceived need to maintain presence in conflict zones and continue delivering aid. 

For example, participants noted that the Israeli state’s conditions for NGOs applying for re-registration (which is 
a requirement to re-enter Gaza) include restrictions on any form of advocacy and a commitment to maintaining a 
low public profile. Similar dynamics are evident in Syria, where agencies navigate government demands, donor 
restrictions and the demands of the de facto authorities. 

In all cases, humanitarians described constant pressure to conform to state narratives or risk expulsion, leading to 
self-censorship and the normalisation of unequal compromises. The participants framed this not as failure per se but 
as a sign of the need for institutional honesty about the political nature of aid.

These coping strategies, however, carry significant ethical and political costs. By avoiding confrontation with state 
and non-state perpetrators, humanitarian institutions risk legitimising siege tactics and undermining international 
legal norms. Their silence can be interpreted as tacit approval, weakening accountability efforts and eroding trust 
among affected communities. 

In Syria and Yemen, where access is often negotiated with multiple armed actors, the need to remain “neutral” has 
led to compromises that obscure the realities of siege warfare and civilian suffering. In Sudan, the collapse of state 
authority and the dominance of armed groups like the RSF have created conditions where humanitarian actors must 
navigate informal power structures, often at the expense of transparency and justice. 

These patterns reveal how institutional coping strategies, while understandable, can entrench impunity and 
perpetuate cycles of violence.

Humanitarian agencies often seek to prevent refugees and IDPs from engaging in “negative coping strategies”: 
decisions which may provide temporary access to resources or protection in the short term, but which can 
undermine long-term wellbeing and security. Examples of such strategies include withdrawing children from school, 
child labour, child marriage, decreasing food portions and forgoing medical care. 

We can extend the notion of “negative coping strategies” to humanitarian agencies themselves, when institutions 
develop and implement strategies designed to meet the immediate needs of both beneficiaries and the institutions 
themselves, whilst undermining medium- and long-term protection outcomes in the process. 

Box 6:  Negative Institutional Coping Strategies

In siege contexts, the suppression and underreporting of public health emergencies such as cholera outbreaks 
is a recurring tactic used to obscure the scale of humanitarian collapse and avoid political accountability. As one 
participant noted, even when witnessing the worst cholera outbreak in the world unfold, organisations are often 
not allowed to report on the outbreak or undertake vaccination campaigns: being barred from including data on 
suspected cases in official reports in turn means that organisations themselves are unable to use such information 
for fund-raising or advocacy purposes.

In Yemen, cholera has affected over a million people since 2016, with outbreaks concentrated in besieged and 
blockaded areas like Taiz and Hodeidah. Yet reporting has often been delayed, sanitised or framed in technical terms 
that obscure the role of siege tactics in creating the conditions for disease. In Sudan, cholera and other waterborne 
illnesses have surged in displacement camps and besieged cities like El Fasher, where water infrastructure has 
been destroyed and aid blocked. In Gaza, the collapse of sanitation systems and the targeting of water facilities 
have created conditions ripe for epidemics, yet public health warnings have often been muted by agencies and 
INGOs fearing political backlash. These silences are not accidental: they reflect the geopolitical pressures that 
shape humanitarian discourse, where naming the causes of disease risks implicating powerful actors.

Massacres and targeted killings in siege contexts are similarly often underreported or depoliticised, particularly when 
they occur in areas controlled by state or donor-aligned forces. In Syria, the starvation siege and bombardment of 
Eastern Ghouta culminated in mass civilian deaths, yet international reporting often focused on ceasefire negotiations 
rather than on the atrocities themselves. In Sudan, the massacre of over 15,000 Masalit civilians in El Geneina 
was documented by survivors and local civil society but received limited attention from international agencies 
until diplomatic pressure mounted. In Gaza, mass killings of civilians sheltering in designated “safe zones” have 
been documented by local journalists and health workers, yet have often been excluded from official UN briefings 
or framed as “collateral damage.” These patterns reflect a broader strategy of containment, where humanitarian 
institutions avoid naming massacres to preserve access, funding or neutrality; all at the cost of truth and justice.

The underreporting of cholera outbreaks and massacres in siege contexts reveals the limits of humanitarianism 
under geopolitical constraints. It highlights how humanitarian actors, including UN agencies and INGOs, are often 
forced into complicity through silence, technical framing or selective advocacy. These omissions obscure the 
realities of siege but also undermine accountability and the rights of survivors. 

Addressing this requires a fundamental shift in humanitarian practice; one that prioritises principled reporting, 
supports independent documentation and centres affected communities. It also demands that donors and 
international institutions confront their own roles in enabling silence, and commit to transparency, protection and 
justice in all aspects of humanitarian response.

Box 7:  Underreporting or Silencing of Public Health Outbreaks and Massacres
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The Ethics of Adaptation and Negative Institutional Coping

As noted throughout the roundtable, humanitarian actors working under siege conditions often adopt adaptive 
strategies to sustain operations. While some adaptations are necessary and pragmatic, others amount to negative 
institutional coping mechanisms that compromise core principles (see Box 6). These include self-censorship, 
strategic silencing (see Box 7) and the dilution of legal language in reports. Such practices are calculated survival 
strategies shaped by the perceived need to maintain presence in conflict zones and continue delivering aid. 

For example, participants noted that the Israeli state’s conditions for NGOs applying for re-registration (which is 
a requirement to re-enter Gaza) include restrictions on any form of advocacy and a commitment to maintaining a 
low public profile. Similar dynamics are evident in Syria, where agencies navigate government demands, donor 
restrictions and the demands of the de facto authorities. 

In all cases, humanitarians described constant pressure to conform to state narratives or risk expulsion, leading to 
self-censorship and the normalisation of unequal compromises. The participants framed this not as failure per se but 
as a sign of the need for institutional honesty about the political nature of aid.

These coping strategies, however, carry significant ethical and political costs. By avoiding confrontation with state 
and non-state perpetrators, humanitarian institutions risk legitimising siege tactics and undermining international 
legal norms. Their silence can be interpreted as tacit approval, weakening accountability efforts and eroding trust 
among affected communities. 

In Syria and Yemen, where access is often negotiated with multiple armed actors, the need to remain “neutral” has 
led to compromises that obscure the realities of siege warfare and civilian suffering. In Sudan, the collapse of state 
authority and the dominance of armed groups like the RSF have created conditions where humanitarian actors must 
navigate informal power structures, often at the expense of transparency and justice. 

These patterns reveal how institutional coping strategies, while understandable, can entrench impunity and 
perpetuate cycles of violence.

Humanitarian agencies often seek to prevent refugees and IDPs from engaging in “negative coping strategies”: 
decisions which may provide temporary access to resources or protection in the short term, but which can 
undermine long-term wellbeing and security. Examples of such strategies include withdrawing children from school, 
child labour, child marriage, decreasing food portions and forgoing medical care. 

We can extend the notion of “negative coping strategies” to humanitarian agencies themselves, when institutions 
develop and implement strategies designed to meet the immediate needs of both beneficiaries and the institutions 
themselves, whilst undermining medium- and long-term protection outcomes in the process. 

Box 6:  Negative Institutional Coping Strategies

In siege contexts, the suppression and underreporting of public health emergencies such as cholera outbreaks 
is a recurring tactic used to obscure the scale of humanitarian collapse and avoid political accountability. As one 
participant noted, even when witnessing the worst cholera outbreak in the world unfold, organisations are often 
not allowed to report on the outbreak or undertake vaccination campaigns: being barred from including data on 
suspected cases in official reports in turn means that organisations themselves are unable to use such information 
for fund-raising or advocacy purposes.

In Yemen, cholera has affected over a million people since 2016, with outbreaks concentrated in besieged and 
blockaded areas like Taiz and Hodeidah. Yet reporting has often been delayed, sanitised or framed in technical terms 
that obscure the role of siege tactics in creating the conditions for disease. In Sudan, cholera and other waterborne 
illnesses have surged in displacement camps and besieged cities like El Fasher, where water infrastructure has 
been destroyed and aid blocked. In Gaza, the collapse of sanitation systems and the targeting of water facilities 
have created conditions ripe for epidemics, yet public health warnings have often been muted by agencies and 
INGOs fearing political backlash. These silences are not accidental: they reflect the geopolitical pressures that 
shape humanitarian discourse, where naming the causes of disease risks implicating powerful actors.

Massacres and targeted killings in siege contexts are similarly often underreported or depoliticised, particularly when 
they occur in areas controlled by state or donor-aligned forces. In Syria, the starvation siege and bombardment of 
Eastern Ghouta culminated in mass civilian deaths, yet international reporting often focused on ceasefire negotiations 
rather than on the atrocities themselves. In Sudan, the massacre of over 15,000 Masalit civilians in El Geneina 
was documented by survivors and local civil society but received limited attention from international agencies 
until diplomatic pressure mounted. In Gaza, mass killings of civilians sheltering in designated “safe zones” have 
been documented by local journalists and health workers, yet have often been excluded from official UN briefings 
or framed as “collateral damage.” These patterns reflect a broader strategy of containment, where humanitarian 
institutions avoid naming massacres to preserve access, funding or neutrality; all at the cost of truth and justice.

The underreporting of cholera outbreaks and massacres in siege contexts reveals the limits of humanitarianism 
under geopolitical constraints. It highlights how humanitarian actors, including UN agencies and INGOs, are often 
forced into complicity through silence, technical framing or selective advocacy. These omissions obscure the 
realities of siege but also undermine accountability and the rights of survivors. 

Addressing this requires a fundamental shift in humanitarian practice; one that prioritises principled reporting, 
supports independent documentation and centres affected communities. It also demands that donors and 
international institutions confront their own roles in enabling silence, and commit to transparency, protection and 
justice in all aspects of humanitarian response.

Box 7:  Underreporting or Silencing of Public Health Outbreaks and Massacres

Advocacy and Its Limits
Participants emphasized the importance of distinguishing between operational barriers that humanitarian 
actors can address, and systemic blockages that fall outside their mandate. Operational challenges (such 
as facilitating ceasefires, establishing documentation mechanisms and strengthening local capacity) were 
identified as areas where advocacy can achieve tangible change. In contrast, structural political impediments, 
such as entrenched siege policies or state-level obstructions, require political solutions beyond the traditional 
remit of the humanitarian sphere. 

On the one hand, participants explored why humanitarian actors “have difficulty negotiating for protective action.” 
Inter alia, they noted that although ICRC can engage with violators of humanitarian law, not all organisations 
are able to do so. UNHCR and ICRC are mandated protectors, but more broadly, most actions implemented 
by humanitarian organisations are related to protecting services, not upholding protection mandates. As one 
participant noted: “Few organisations deal with the source of the threat: with the perpetrators. The highest they 
go in terms of engagement is to do advocacy.” 

Amongst the barriers to such forms of engagement, participants identified issues of capacity: “If the only thing 
you do is advocacy, then shifting gears to making an agreement [with a violator of humanitarian law] takes a bit 
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of time”. They also emphasised the inherent risks of negotiating with perpetrators:

there is risk aversion, fear that access will be hindered. This makes it hard to engage with alleged perpetrators: 
there are concerns around being hit with sanctions, counter-terror legislation, no-contact policies imposed by 
donors… We don’t know how to navigate these actors, but these are systemic and structural issues hindering 
dialogue around protection as well.

However, while it was recognised that humanitarian organisations cannot necessarily resolve these and other 
systemic issues, it is equally the case that they can—and, participants maintained, they must—play a critical role in 
documenting evidence of violations and ensuring that such evidence is preserved for future accountability processes. 

Indeed, many participants shared a recognition that the systematic documentation and exposure of violations is one 
of the few tools that can actively alter power relations in real time, particularly when formal enforcement mechanisms 
fail.

Silence, Diplomacy and Complicity

The question of silence, and its potential link to complicity, was a recurring theme throughout the discussion (see 
Box 8). Divergent views emerged as to whether humanitarian diplomacy should prioritise quiet engagement over 
public advocacy. Some participants argued that confidential negotiations with authorities often secure access more 
effectively than public statements. Others warned that prolonged silence risks normalising impunity and eroding 
accountability. 

Overall, the consensus leaned toward the need for clearer guidance on when silence becomes untenable and when 
humanitarian actors should transition from operational diplomacy to political advocacy. This requires defining the 
contours of a “red line” beyond which silence is no longer ethically defensible, and in what situations it becomes 
imperative to ask not “If” but “When should we undertake political advocacy?” 

In this vein, participants also suggested the potential for a “division of labour,” whereby humanitarian organisations 
could collaborate with civil society groups and legal institutions that have explicit mandates for protection and 
accountability.

Several speakers stressed that there is a need to design channels of dialogue between humanitarian practitioners, 
diplomats, regional policymakers, members of civil society groups and legal institutions, not as parallel spheres but 
as integrated layers of a single system. Humanitarians, it was argued, must learn to act politically without becoming 
partisan; developing the literacy to engage with state and non-state actors in ways that enhance, rather than 
compromise, mandates and imperatives to protect.

The need to bridge field operations with diplomacy was also explored in relation to the challenges of linking 
humanitarian work to political processes without succumbing to politicisation. Participants argued that humanitarian 
engagement has become too insular, relying on familiar Western partners and avoiding difficult political terrain. 
Expanding the network to include regional and transregional powers was seen as essential to reshaping humanitarian 
diplomacy. These actors are now not just donors but system brokers capable of influencing access and protection 
outcomes across the region.

Throughout the roundtable, respondents shared a view of the future of humanitarian action in shared governance 
models rather than single-tier leadership. The emphasis on multi-level frameworks reflects a call for horizontal 
coordination across scales—international, regional and community—rather than top-down hierarchies

Box 8:   Dialogue, Diplomacy and Multi-level Frameworks
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Part 4: Accountability Processes
Participants agreed that accountability must be strengthened across the board. Some participants maintained 
that “Accountability is the most important aim, but this is not for us (as humanitarian workers/organisations) and 
is not action-able for us.” Nonetheless, while humanitarian organisations are not able (for example) to change the 
membership of the UN Security Council or overhaul the veto system, some priorities and suggestions warrant 
further consideration. These include delineating the roles that humanitarian organisations can play in supporting 
independent investigations into siege tactics as potential war crimes, ensuring that evidence collected by local actors 
is admissible in international legal forums, and applying consistent standards regardless of the political affiliations of 
the parties involved (see Box 9). 

Participants noted that organisations can help strengthen accountability mechanisms by engaging in careful 
management of evidence. The role of documentation as a tool of accountability was widely discussed throughout the 
roundtable. Participants stressed that reporting violations meticulously, systematically and publicly is among the few 
remaining levers of influence available to humanitarian actors. In contexts where state-sponsored propaganda and 
disinformation are pervasive, the act of documenting becomes a form of protection in itself. It was emphasised that 
institutionalised silence, often justified as a means of preserving access, corrodes credibility and enables impunity. 

Documentation also needs to be safeguarded: in an era of artificial intelligence and manipulated imagery, evidence 
must be authenticated, archived and traceable to maintain its legal value. Some participants suggested establishing 
regional or international mechanisms to train journalists, local NGOs and humanitarians in evidence preservation 
and legal terminology, to ensure that documentation meets the evidentiary standards of courts and tribunals. 

A further suggestion related to risk mitigation in the context of reporting is to provide security training, psychosocial 
support and insurance for local staff involved in high-risk evidence collection and reporting.
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Leading Equitable Practice and Accountability 

In a ranking exercise introduced towards the end of the roundtable, participants were asked which level of actors 
should lead the shift toward more equitable forms of humanitarian practice. 

The majority of the participants advocated for the development of joint multi-level and multi-actor coordination 
frameworks, closely followed by support for regional and Southern-led institutions and local civil society/community 
structures. The consensus across the group was that the future of humanitarian action will be strengthened by 
shared governance models rather than single-tier leadership. The emphasis on multi-level frameworks reflects a call 
for horizontal coordination across scales (international, regional, and community) rather than top-down hierarchies.

Equally significant was the collective downgrading of UN-centric leadership: the UN and international organisations 
were ranked lowest, by far, as leaders in this pivotal period. This reflects the growing consensus, voiced throughout 
the roundtable, that the UN Security Council is not able or willing to uphold international law or obtain protection and 
justice for besieged and occupied peoples. 

The moral and operational centre of humanitarianism and accountability alike, participants suggested, is shifting 
southward. Regional and transregional agencies, once donors, are now seen as system-shaping actors capable of 
redefining norms of flexibility, speed and cultural proximity.

Accountability in siege situations must be understood as multi-scalar, beginning with meticulously documented 
individual cases and building through local, national and transnational mechanisms to culminate in international 
criminal adjudication. The killing of 5-year-old Hind Rajab by Israeli armed forces in Gaza illustrates how the killing 
of a child, captured through emergency-call audio, forensic analysis and civil-society advocacy, can catalyse 
pressure on military investigations and external actors. UN experts have agreed that the attack “may amount to a 
war crime,” underscoring the need for independent, transparent inquiries when state processes fail. 

Such bottomup documentation (including open-source investigations by media and research collectives) 
creates evidentiary bridges to international forums. The killing of Hind, along with members of her family and two 
paramedics who tried to rescue her, led to the establishment of the Hind Rajab Foundation (HRF), whose stated 
mission is to break the cycle of Israeli impunity and seek justice for the victims of the Gaza genocide. It focuses 
on pursuing accountability through international law, including filing complaints under universal jurisdiction and at 
the International Criminal Court.

HRF gathers and analyses evidence of alleged war crimes, often from open-source material such as videos posted 
by soldiers, and submits cases to prosecutors worldwide. As of 2026, it has 75 active legal cases in over 25 
countries. Its legal actions include complaints against Israeli soldiers, commanders and political leaders, as well 
as against institutions accused of complicity, such as the European Investment Bank. The foundation has filed ICC 
complaints naming 24 Israeli soldiers and commanders for Hind Rajab’s killing and has pursued cases in Germany, 
Cyprus, Brazil and other jurisdictions. HRF is funded by public donations and relies on a global network of volunteer 
lawyers and activists to advance its work.

Taking together accountability mechanisms developed to seek justice for the victims and survivors of war crimes and 
crimes against humanity across Gaza, Syria, Sudan, Yemen and Lebanon, these trajectories show that multiscale 
accountability is not linear: it depends on resilient documentation at the individual level, legal ingenuity at the 
local and national levels (including in universal jurisdiction), and sustained political protection for international 
mechanisms like the ICC. 

Without each layer reinforcing the others, humanitarianism under siege remains exposed to cycles of impunity, but 
when the layers align, even single cases can help shift the architecture of justice toward enforceable responsibility.

Box 9: Multi-Scalar Accountability
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South–South Cooperation 

Building on previous research into South–South cooperation (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2015, 2019, 2025; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 
and Carpi 2025; Elkahlout and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2025), the participants highlighted a growing reorientation 
of humanitarian power within and across the Global South. Regional and transnational actors, philanthropic 
organisations and national NGOs are increasingly recognised as key players in both funding and implementing 
humanitarian responses. While Southern models are not without flaws, they demonstrate a pragmatic efficiency that 
traditional humanitarian architecture struggles to match. 

The roundtable started by tracing historical examples of transregional solidarity, from medical internationalist 
programmes to cross-border and transregional relief efforts, to show that humanitarianism in the region has deep 
indigenous roots, as well as both regional and transregional anticolonial ones, which are often overlooked in global 
narratives (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2015, 2019, 2025). 

In response to the failures of the traditional international humanitarian system (often dominated by Global North 
actors) South–South cooperation is a vital and transformative force in humanitarian and legal responses to conflict and 
displacement. Often grounded in shared histories of colonialism, solidarity and mutual aid, this approach challenges 
the marginalisation of Southern actors as “non-traditional donors” or auxiliary responders, instead recognising their 
leadership in shaping and delivering humanitarian and diplomatic responses (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2019, 2025).

Participants agreed that Southern-led initiatives could redefine the humanitarian landscape, provided that inclusivity 
and accountability accompany scale. Regional actors bring cultural proximity, flexible funding and long-term presence, 
enabling them to bridge the artificial divide between relief and development that still constrains international aid. At 
the same time, their engagement with humanitarian coordination structures demands a new form of dialogue: one 
that acknowledges differing ethical frameworks and avoids imposing Eurocentric standards. The challenge is not 
only to include Southern responders in existing systems, but to recognise and support both existing and evolving 
systems (such as The Hague Group discussed below) that reflect shared values and principles of solidarity, mutual 
responsibility and a commitment to upholding accountability. 

The Hague Group

A key example of a principles-based transregional coalition is the formation of The Hague Group, an alliance of nine 
nations from across the so-called global South—Belize, Bolivia, Colombia, Cuba, Honduras, Malaysia, Namibia, 
Senegal and South Africa—launched in January 2025. This coalition was established to pursue coordinated legal 
and diplomatic action in response to Israel’s genocide in Gaza and broader violations of international law. Its founding 
declaration explicitly references ICJ orders in South Africa v. Israel, the Rome Statute, and UN General Assembly 
Resolution A/RES/ES-10/24, committing to enforce international law through arms embargoes, port closures and 
legal cooperation (The Hague Group 2025).

The Hague Group exemplifies the potential of South–South cooperation to reshape global accountability 
mechanisms (see Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2025). By asserting collective legal and diplomatic agency, these states are 
challenging impunity and redefining humanitarian leadership. Their actions demonstrate that Southern-led coalitions 
can mobilise international law, galvanise civil society and press for structural change in the international system. 



Humanitarian Access and Protection Under Siege

32

This model offers a powerful precedent for other territories and states facing siege and mass atrocity, including 
Sudan and Yemen, where transregional, regional and subregional bodies alike could play a more assertive role in 
protection, advocacy and accountability. The potential of The Hague Group and other Southern-led coalitions was 
identified as an important area for future research (Freschi 2025).

Part 5: Preventing Atrocities
While the roundtable focused primarily on documenting and analysing barriers to access, participants also 
emphasised the urgent need to prioritise the prevention of atrocities. Preventing future atrocities requires adapting 
early warning and monitoring mechanisms to detect siege-like conditions before they become entrenched. This 
demands a fundamental shift in how the international community understands and responds to the weaponisation of 
access and infrastructure in conflict. 

As noted above, this begins with the recognition of siege as a deliberate and systematic tactic, not as an incidental 
consequence of war. International legal frameworks must be strengthened and consistently applied to prohibit the 
use of starvation, encirclement and the denial of aid as methods of warfare. This includes expanding the enforcement 
capacity of the ICC and supporting universal jurisdiction cases against perpetrators. 

It could also include developing tracking indicators such as restrictions on movement, attacks on infrastructure, 
disruptions to supply chains and the obstruction of aid, and politically produced food insecurity. These systems 
should be embedded within UN agencies and regional bodies, informed by local civil society and community-based 
monitoring. Identifying these patterns early could trigger pre-emptive diplomatic and humanitarian interventions and 
prevent situations escalating into full-scale atrocities. 

In turn, anticipating the long-term or changing nature of a state’s fragmentation is essential for planning sustainable 
humanitarian and peace-oriented strategies.

Building Preparedness

Mitigation requires transforming humanitarian architecture to be more decentralised and locally led. As one participant 
maintained, “Our focus should be to build systems to stand as strong as possible for as long as possible.” To do so, 
international agencies should invest in existing infrastructure, as well as in pre-positioned supplies, mobile health 
units and community-based care networks that can operate independently of centralised access points. 

Strengthening public health and education systems is critical for resilience. For example, participants noted that 
Lebanon’s healthcare system has maintained strong health indicators despite decades of conflict, while Gaza’s 
pre-war education and health infrastructure helped communities withstand initial shocks. In Gaza, UNOCHA’s 
preparedness investments between 2019 and 2022 (such as designating and upgrading schools as emergency 
shelters with independent electricity supplies, water and reinforced sanitation systems) proved vital early in the crisis. 
These measures were reinforced by longstanding mutual aid practices within Palestinian communities that have 
existed since 1948. 

In addition to rehabilitating and upgrading key educational and medical infrastructure during windows of opportunity, 
preparedness also means embedding risk education into school curricula and healthcare systems. Participants noted 



 Report 

33

that knowledge about unexploded ordnance and public health risks before crises remains shockingly limited, even 
in areas characterised by protracted conflicts. Basic education on landmines, cholera prevention, safe sanitation 
and public health outbreak dynamics could significantly reduce mortality. Schools should serve as hubs for risk 
awareness, and humanitarian workers can complement this by training communities in essential skills such as 
Basic Life Support. Developing transferable skills and leveraging expertise from Disarmament, Demobilisation and 
Reintegration (DDR) programmes can help communities avoid unintentionally contributing to secondary crises, such 
as disease outbreaks in displacement settings.

Strategic Use of Ceasefires

Periods of ceasefire offer critical opportunities to strengthen preparedness and humanitarian capacity beyond 
immediate relief. The effective use of these windows requires strategic planning to identify priorities such as 
operational readiness, advocacy initiatives and the reinforcement of humanitarian principles. By investing in systems 
during these intervals, humanitarian actors can improve protection outcomes and lay the foundations for more 
coordinated and sustainable responses.

Challenging Impunity

Most importantly, preventing future sieges demands that the geopolitical dynamics that enable them be addressed. 
As documented above, this includes confronting the impunity of occupying powers and state-backed coalitions, 
challenging donor complicity and supporting legal and diplomatic initiatives seeking to uphold accountability 
mechanisms (such as The Hague Group—see above). 

Participants noted that preventing siege is not only a matter of humanitarian reform: it requires coordinated action 
across legal, diplomatic and grassroots spheres. To this end, advocacy and accountability mechanisms alike must 
focus on multiple levels, including attention to the political economies of siege (extending across and beyond arms 
sales, strategic alliances and resource extraction) that incentivise the use of siege tactics. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations for Next Steps
The use of siege tactics in contemporary conflicts, from Gaza to Sudan, from Syria to Yemen and Lebanon, has 
exposed the limits of the current humanitarian system and the selective application of international law. The term 
“siege” itself is politically charged, and its inconsistent use has profound implications for humanitarian access, legal 
accountability and the visibility of populations who are being subjected to varying scales and intensities of violence 
and destruction. The failure to prevent the extensively documented genocidal violence across Gaza and Sudan 
further underscores the urgency of pushing the international community to better define, respond to and prevent 
such atrocities.

Siege is a multidimensional system of violence, encompassing not only military encirclement but also economic, 
legal and infrastructural isolation. In the process of noting the severity of violations, including the barriers faced by 
international humanitarian actors, this report has highlighted both the central roles played by local actors and the 
risks of unequal localisation under siege conditions. In so doing, the report has emphasised the need for equitable 
forms of accountability. 

Given the importance of multi-scalar accountability mechanisms—for individuals, humanitarian organisations, states 
and international courts—the report has also shown how South–South cooperation, particularly through initiatives 
like The Hague Group, can offer a transformative model for legal and humanitarian action and accountability rooted 
in solidarity, justice and international law. 

Building on the above, this report concludes with a synthesis of some of the key recommendations arising throughout 
the roundtable. Both the roundtable and this report lay the foundations for the next stages of the BBBC Initiative, 
which will convene two further workshops, the first exploring actionable ways of overcoming existing barriers and 
limitations across conceptual, political and operational levels; and the second not only re-thinking but re-imagining, 
collectively, the potential futures of responses to complex displacement dynamics across the WANA region and 
beyond.

Defining and Responding to Sieges

The inconsistent application of the term “siege” across conflict and displacement contexts has significant 
implications for how crises are understood, prioritised and addressed by international actors. To ensure principled 
and effective responses, policymakers and humanitarian practitioners must develop and adopt a more coherent and 
context-sensitive framework for identifying and responding to siege conditions. This includes recognising sieges 
as transcending the usage of military tactics and instead as complex, often protracted, systems of control that 
encompass physical encirclement, economic strangulation and the deliberate obstruction of humanitarian aid.

Firstly, there is thus a need for a clear, context-sensitive operational definition of “siege” that goes beyond traditional 
military encirclement to include sustained restrictions on movement, access to essential goods and the targeting of 
civilian infrastructure. This would enable more consistent documentation and both legal and operational responses 
across contexts such as Gaza, Syria, Yemen, Lebanon and Sudan, where the manifestations of siege vary but share 
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common features of deprivation and coercion.

Concurrently, humanitarian actors and policymakers should adopt a consistent use of terminology such as “siege,” 
“collective punishment” and “starvation warfare” in humanitarian advocacy, and avoid euphemistic alternatives like 
“access constraints” or “blockades” when the conditions meet the threshold of a siege. Such euphemisms obscure 
legal responsibility and delay justice. 

This shift is not merely semantic; it has legal and political consequences. Using accurate terminology can strengthen 
the basis for invoking IHL, particularly the prohibitions on starvation and collective punishment, and can support 
efforts to hold perpetrators accountable.

Meaningful Support for Local Actors Under Siege

In all five contexts, local responders have played a critical role in sustaining communities under siege, often at great 
personal risk. International donors and agencies should invest in long-term partnerships with these actors, ensuring 
they have the resources, protection and political support needed to operate effectively. This includes advocating 
for their access and safety in negotiations with conflict parties. Importantly, while many local community members 
lead in both humanitarian response and in advocacy, it is widely recognised that involving communities in political 
or legal advocacy can expose them to retaliation, and interventions can unintentionally reinforce existing hierarchies 
or power asymmetries.

Protection and accountability for local responders at risk is essential in the context of forced localisation. Local and 
national responders are often the first and last actors present in besieged areas, yet they face disproportionate risks 
without commensurate protection or visibility. As evidenced in the cases under analysis in this report, localisation 
remains fraught with deadly risks, while international attention and accountability mechanisms are often only 
activated following attacks on international staff. As has long been argued, localisation must go beyond rhetoric. 
Donors and international agencies should:

•	 Ensure that local actors have an equal role in coordination and decision-making structures
•	 Include legal accountability in duty-of-care frameworks 
•	 Fund legal aid and protection mechanisms for local staff
•	 Support independent investigations into attacks on all aid workers, regardless of nationality

In cases where local aid workers are killed or injured and do not have a functioning or recognised state to receive 
reports or pursue justice, as in the case of Palestinian humanitarian workers in Gaza, states can play a vital role in 
supporting accountability processes through legal, diplomatic and institutional mechanisms. 

First, states can exercise universal jurisdiction to investigate and prosecute violations of IHL, including the targeting 
of aid workers. This is particularly important when the victims are stateless or from territories under occupation, 
where domestic legal recourse is unavailable or obstructed. States can also support international mechanisms such 
as the ICC or the ICJ by submitting evidence, leading or joining legal actions (as South Africa has done in the Gaza 
genocide case), and advocating for the inclusion of attacks on humanitarian personnel in broader investigations.
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Second, states can act as surrogate protectors by receiving and processing reports of violations, facilitating survivor 
testimony and offering legal and psychosocial support to the families of aid workers. This includes establishing 
national focal points or ombudspersons for humanitarian protection, funding civil society-led documentation efforts, 
and ensuring that international agencies are not forced to suppress or dilute reports due to political pressure. 

States can also push for reparations and recognition, including memorialisation, compensation and public 
acknowledgment of the contributions and sacrifices of local aid workers. In doing so, they can help fill the accountability 
vacuum left by absent or complicit authorities and affirm the principle that humanitarian workers—regardless of 
nationality or legal status—are entitled to protection, justice and dignity under international law.

Strategies must be recalibrated to centre the conceptualisations of affected communities. Local actors often use the 
term “siege” to describe their lived experiences of isolation, starvation and violence, even when international actors 
hesitate to do so. When they use this term, they often document the reasons for describing the violations they are 
witnessing and confronting on a daily basis. Elevating these narratives can challenge and push dominant geopolitical 
framings and foster more responsive and accountable humanitarian action. 

International actors must prioritise the documentation and amplification of local experiences of siege and starvation. 
This includes supporting community-led monitoring, legal documentation and advocacy efforts. It also involves 
acknowledging local knowledge as valid knowledge, directly challenging ideologically motivated hierarchies which 
posit that only international actors (such as international journalists) are reliable witnesses (see Box 10).

Across siege-affected contexts, the targeted killing of local journalists has become a brutal tactic used by state 
and non-state actors to silence dissent, suppress documentation and control narratives. In Gaza, around 260 
Palestinian journalists have been killed by the Israeli armed forces since October 2023, many while reporting from 
besieged areas or documenting the humanitarian impact of Israeli bombardments. In Syria, journalists working in 
besieged zones such as Eastern Ghouta and Aleppo have been systematically targeted by regime forces and 
extremist groups alike, with many abducted, tortured or executed. In Yemen, local reporters covering the siege 
of Taiz and the Houthi abuses have faced assassination, detention and threats from both sides of the conflict. 
In Sudan, particularly in Darfur, journalists documenting RSF atrocities and siege conditions have been killed or 
forced into exile. Even in Lebanon, while less frequent, the Committee to Protect Journalists has “documented a 
growing pattern of targeted Israeli attacks,” with 15 journalists and media workers killed between October 2023 and 
April 2026 (CPJ 2026); journalists reporting on Palestinian camp conditions and border violence have also faced 
intimidation and censorship. These killings are not incidental: they are deliberate acts of repression aimed at erasing 
local testimony and obstructing accountability.

The systematic targeting of local journalists in siege contexts underscores the central roles of information control 
and the denial of humanitarian aid in warfare. Journalists are often the first to document violations, amplify 
community voices and challenge official narratives. Their elimination serves to isolate besieged populations, distort 
international understanding and enable impunity. These patterns reflect the broader dynamics explored in this 
report: the weaponisation of access, the silencing of civil society and the complicity of international actors who fail 
to protect or amplify the voices of local truth-tellers. Advocacy for humanitarian access and accountability must 
therefore include robust protections for journalists, support for independent media and recognition of local reporting 
as a form of documenting and resisting violence on the one hand, and as seeking to uphold accountability and 
justice on the other. 

Box 10: Journalists and Knowledge Under Siege 
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Advocacy, Reporting and Public Narratives

When considering whether, and if so how, to integrate humanitarian action more deliberately with political and public 
advocacy, participants noted that organisations must weigh the costs of remaining silent to preserve neutrality 
and access against the potential benefits of adopting strategies which can help inform public narratives, as well 
as reaching key decision-makers with the power to influence the political systems underpinning and facilitating 
widespread violations. 

As the perpetrators of atrocities increasingly seek to normalise violence and justify their actions, some participants 
argued that it is particularly important to find ways to inform and shape public narratives which uphold international 
law, rather than justify widescale violations. The reach and impact of recent advocacy efforts demanding a ceasefire 
in Gaza illustrate the power of public pressure, particularly in Europe and the United States. 

Humanitarian actors must therefore balance confidential diplomacy with public advocacy, carefully assessing 
risks and opportunities to maximise impact, especially when the “red line” is breached by perpetrators. Combining 
quiet engagement with public messaging can amplify humanitarian objectives and protection outcomes without 
compromising access.

Accurate and meticulous reporting remains one of the most powerful tools for shaping narratives. Social media has 
transformed the information landscape, creating opportunities to challenge power imbalances and expose violations. 
While governments actively use social media to spread disinformation, often with dedicated budgets for this purpose, 
participants argued that humanitarian organisations should not retreat from these platforms. Instead, they must 
provide verified data and reports, demonstrating that violations will be documented and that civil society will take the 
necessary steps to hold perpetrators accountable. Evidence shared by one of the roundtable participants suggests 
that the intensity of violence, including daily death tolls, often correlates with the level of public pressure, which in 
turn depends on media coverage.

Digital communication and social media represent both a vulnerability and a source of power. The information 
blockade in Gaza has shown that access to truth itself has become a humanitarian issue. Controlled information 
channels, propaganda and AI-generated imagery distort situational awareness, directly affecting humanitarian 
decision-making and global perceptions of crises.

Roundtable participants emphasised the need for investment in digital resilience: developing skills, ethical frameworks 
and partnerships to manage data, counter disinformation and protect evidence integrity. Local digital platforms and 
AI tools could serve as alternative sources of information, bypassing restrictive bureaucratic structures. Social media 
was described as a “double-edged sword”: while it can endanger staff and spread propaganda, it also offers a 
powerful mechanism for community engagement and protection when formal communication systems collapse.

The discussion highlighted the complex relationship between humanitarian organisations, the media and public 
engagement. National committees often struggle to manage communication channels responsibly, balancing 
transparency with security risks and donor requirements. The misuse of social media, including through propaganda 
or harmful messaging, can endanger staff, yet organisations feel compelled to maintain openness. Participants 
called for further research and guidance on balancing accountability, communication and security.
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Legal Obligations for Humanitarian Access 

Participants strongly agreed that humanitarian access must be treated as a legal obligation, not a political 
concession. As one participant put it, “To tackle the root problem we need to protect IHL and make sure there are 
proper mechanisms to force states to respect it.” To this end, states and UN bodies should enforce consequences 
for parties that obstruct aid; such consequences might include sanctions and diplomatic pressure. States, the 
UN and NGOs must advocate for unconditional, sustained humanitarian access in besieged areas and resist the 
instrumentalisation of aid for political or military leverage. 

It was repeatedly mentioned that under IHL, states bear the primary responsibility for ensuring the protection and 
welfare of civilians under their jurisdiction or effective control. This includes the obligation to allow and facilitate 
rapid and unimpeded humanitarian access to populations in need. The Fourth Geneva Convention (Article 55) and 
Additional Protocol I (Article 70) require occupying powers to ensure the provision of food and medical supplies to 
civilians and prohibit the use of starvation as a method of warfare. States also have a duty to consent to humanitarian 
relief operations when civilians are inadequately supplied, and this consent cannot be arbitrarily withheld.

As discussed throughout the roundtable, third-party states and donors share responsibilities to ensure that their 
actions, or inaction, do not contribute to violations of IHL. This includes preventing the diversion of aid for military 
purposes and ensuring that humanitarian relief is not obstructed by political considerations. 

Donors, UN agencies and international NGOs must guarantee that their funding and programmes do not enable 
siege tactics or collective punishment. They should support independent accountability mechanisms, provide 
legal protection for local actors, and align funding and diplomatic strategies with legal obligations. Conditionality 
should apply to donors themselves, who should ensure that their support upholds humanitarian norms and does not 
legitimise violations.

Indeed, while humanitarian organisations are often tied to different forms of conditionalities established by states 
and donors, it was posited that humanitarian organisations could at times work together in coalitions based on 
shared principles to demand that organisational engagement and funding should always comply with humanitarian 
law. Working collectively would be one way to advocate for donor governments to comply. Coalitions of humanitarian 
organisations could also use collective pressure to negotiate safe corridors and oppose bilateral deals that restrict 
impartial access.

Accountability and South–South Cooperation

Humanitarian actors should prioritise the strengthening of accountability mechanisms, including through systematic 
documentation and evidence management. Reporting violations meticulously, publicly and in ways that withstand 
legal scrutiny remains one of the few levers of influence available. Organisations should invest in secure archiving 
systems and authentication protocols to protect evidence from manipulation, particularly in this era of AI-generated 
content. Training for local staff, journalists and NGOs in legal standards and evidence preservation is essential, 
alongside security measures, psychosocial support and insurance for those engaged in high-risk reporting.

Humanitarian practice must also move toward shared governance models that emphasise horizontal coordination 
across international, regional and community levels. Rather than relying on UN-centric leadership, organisations 
should actively support regional and Southern-led institutions and civil society structures. These actors bring cultural 



 Report 

39

proximity, flexible funding and long-term presence, enabling more equitable and context-sensitive responses. 
Partnerships should be built on mutual respect for diverse ethical frameworks, avoiding the imposition of Eurocentric 
standards.

Further attention must be given to the transformative potential of South–South cooperation in humanitarian and 
legal responses. Southern-led coalitions, such as The Hague Group, demonstrate how regional and transregional 
alliances can mobilise international law and challenge entrenched impunity. Future research should examine how 
these models can be scaled up while maintaining inclusivity and accountability, and how they can bridge the relief–
development divide. Investigating indigenous and transregional traditions of solidarity will help reframe global 
narratives and inform more equitable humanitarian systems. Scholars should also analyse the implications of shifting 
humanitarian power toward the Global South for governance, funding and norm-setting in humanitarian responses.

The Role of Regional Research Institutions and Areas for Future Research

The roundtable participants repeatedly returned to the importance of research centres, think tanks and local 
universities across the Global South as under-utilized resources in humanitarian knowledge production. Participants 
argued that research centres like the Doha-based Centre for Conflict and Humanitarian Studies are uniquely 
positioned to foster such partnerships, connecting regional research to international policy and practice.

Regional policy networks and research institutions can anchor the development of humanitarian responses under 
siege, as well as accountability mechanisms and wider processes of systemic change and adaptation. Strengthening 
partnerships between universities, think tanks and field agencies is important for generating context-driven evidence 
and informing policy. 

The participants urged research centres like CHS to analyse trends and to identify and work with other local partners 
to strengthen evidence-based interventions. There was a request for further documentation and analysis of needs and 
indicators, but also of negotiation practices, community strategies and priorities, and the lived ethics of humanitarian 
workers under siege. 

Greater focus is needed on local aid, mutual aid and advocacy efforts for ceasefires, as well as on understanding 
local perceptions of internationally led humanitarian initiatives and accountability mechanisms. Additional research 
areas include analyses of effective protection strategies on the one hand and the dangers of negative institutional 
coping strategies on the other, as well supporting localisation in ways that mitigate risk, drawing lessons from mutual 
aid groups and existing local structures. 

Investigating how these efforts are perceived in terms of fairness and legitimacy can inform the design of research 
outputs and policy recommendations that are contextually relevant and locally informed. In turn, such documentation 
can transform the region from a site of study into a producer of humanitarian theory.

Participants also called on research centres to strengthen humanitarian diplomacy through evidence-based analysis: 
in particular by identifying how governance, territorial control and bureaucratic barriers evolve during different stages 
of crises, and by proposing adaptive coordination and accountability mechanisms accordingly. One suggestion was 
for research to focus on understanding how humanitarian agencies accompany and interact with one another and 
with competing authorities when changes take place in governance and territorial control. This could include tracing 
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how humanitarian agencies navigate bureaucratic and administrative impediments during such changes, including 
determining the contours of past, present and future “red lines.” 

In order to strengthen evidence-based approaches to humanitarian response in complex, multiparty environments, 
participants further called on researchers to contribute case studies of how humanitarian advocacy or humanitarian 
diplomacy has succeeded in the past. Research could examine the effectiveness of legal and procedural frameworks 
in enabling or constraining humanitarian action and/or upholding accountability processes on different levels. Insights 
from such studies could inform policy recommendations and guide humanitarian actors in navigating institutional 
and regulatory environments to improve operational success and compliance with legal requirements. 

Finally, as already noted above, future research should examine the potential of South–South cooperation in relation 
to conflict and displacement situations, both to inform the development of more equitable humanitarian systems and 
to promote accountability and justice.
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