The helpless people of Syria
Dear friends,
It’s been a while since I last wrote to you and many of you are justifiably impatient to hear
about the current situation in Syria. The picture was not very clear during the first six months
of this year. After the liberation of East Ghouta in April and of the South of Damascus in
June, the situation has now become a bit clearer and more predictable.
Only recently, I returned from Syria after a twelve-day visit (since April 2014 I have travelled
to Syria about every three months) and I can report as follows:
The political situation has clearly stabilized, but the humanitarian situation continues to be
depressing.
There are numerous indications that
the war is drawing to an end. The
government is re-establishing its
power across much of the country,
war stricken regions are brought
back under government leadership.
This is done partly peacefully, partly
by military actions. The people living
in the government-controlled areas
feel more secure again. The
In Homs, on the way to Latakia
domestic infrastructure is quickly
being rebuilt, power supplies are becoming more regular and the same is true for water
supplies. The roads and highways are functioning again, albeit with restrictions. In some
areas, electricity and water are even available again without interruption. One doesn’t hear
of any more air raids and bombings, many refugees from abroad as well as many
domestically displaced persons have started to return home. Schools and universities have
been reopened and the military check-points are gradually being removed. Many industries
are being rebuilt and put into operation, there are again public markets, - in short, life is
slowly returning to normality. The reconstruction of the country, the return of refugees and
the efforts towards a new constitution currently constitute the prevailing and most actively
discussed issues in Syrian politics.
I think it is not unlikely that in the near future some truths about the hidden circumstances
of the war and about the geopolitical implications could be unveiled. However, this is not
the intention of my letter. I rather want to shed light on the humanitarian situation, which in
my view is truly alarming for many poor and impoverished families. I want to do this in the
hope that I will receive suggestions and support from you, your friends and acquaintances.

During my last visit for the first two weeks of
October, I visited many parishes, some schools,
kindergartens, health centers as well as some
poor or impoverished families in several cities
and villages (Damascus, Homs, Aleppo, Latakia,
Khabab, Maaruneh, Saydnaya, Kissair and
others). I carry out the mission of the Church,
which embodies the presence of Christ. The
Church cannot and must not remain inactive in
Meeting with Archbishop Jean C. Jeanbart:
this unjust war. I have had many conversations
„Please help us to remain in our country!”
with bishops, priests, nuns, monks and
committed Christians, and they told me from their personal experience where the hardship
is most terrible and where help is most needed.
The needs can be summarized in five main categories:
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø

medical care
schools and kindergartens
students
pastoral work in the parishes
old people, people needing nursing care and chronically ill people

Medical care:
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Medical services have considerably
deteriorated as many specialists have
emigrated. Hospitals have been bombed,
many domestically displaced people have
moved to the safer places. In these
places, the hospitals and health centers
are overburdened. The public hospitals
3 families are sharing a two-room
apartment,- two of them being refugee
families

Kabbas, a poor quarter on the outskirts of Damascus

cannot offer the required services the
way this had been the case before the war. Private hospitals sometimes charge large sums
which hardly anybody can afford. Health care was formerly funded by the state, but this is
currently not possible. If a patient needs surgery, he or she has to first raise the money. For
this purpose, the patient must either sell some of his/her property, if he/she has any, or
he/she must approach the various relief organizations. Most relief organizations offer at
most a contribution and even this is granted only under certain conditions.
The support of Caritas is unfortunately not available everywhere. Therefore, people turn to
the church for help. If they do not get help, they lose faith in the church and turn away. This
hurts the pastors. Many medical products are still missing, although some pharmaceutical
factories have been put back into operation. Some hospitals demand the material from the
patient before the surgery can be performed. In view of the currently poor hygienic
condition at hospitals and of the environmental pollution in the country, the occurrence of
numerous additional complications is not surprising. Most diseases affect people in poorer
quarters, and those people are precisely those who are least in a position to pay for the
treatment.

Schools and kindergartens:
School education has clearly deteriorated. I visited some
schools where the directors told me that there is a shortage
of teaching staff and that sometimes students are asked to
teach the younger children, even though this is not legally
permissible. Many of the qualified teachers have gradually
left the country, thus leaving behind a vacuum. The few
remaining teachers feel overburdened. The few qualified ones
change to those schools where they get better pay. This
constitutes a further disadvantage to schools in poorer areas,
especially in the villages. Most teachers don’t have a
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School children in Aleppo

permanent position and they are poorly paid. This further deteriorates the quality of school
education.
Hardly anything has been renovated or repaired in public schools for the past seven years.
The state can offer next to no subsidies to the schools. The schools in the villages receive
almost nothing. At the private schools, the costs of repairs and fuel oil had to be paid by the
students. This has put considerable pressure on their parents. School materials and travel
costs pose a big problem to many families. Sometimes children cannot go to school because
they have no school materials nor even shoes and warm clothes.
Due to their desolate condition,
kindergartens, mostly run by the
church, constantly require
maintenance and repair in order to be
able to remain in operation at all. The
costs should actually be borne by the
church, but the church has no money.
As the parents can only pay very little,
even the kindergarten pedagogues
are poorly paid. This causes many of
School children in Maaruneh near Damascus
them to look for work elsewhere. It is
difficult to get new pedagogues, which
will yet have to be trained. Therefore, I am always asked for support to pay the staff and to
relieve the parents as much as possible. It is important to the parents to enable their
children to attend kindergarten because this will prepare them well for school and for better
subsequent learning results.

Students:
Most students need money, especially for travel expenses, study materials, books and
tuition. In order to finance this, they often have to work during night hours, which in turn is
at the expense of their study progress. Many of them are constantly looking for scholarships.
Unfortunately, they currently do not find any institutions in Syria that can support them. This
is why they turn to foreign countries, sometimes turning their backs on their home country
forever. The pastors are constantly asking for support, at least for the highly gifted students.
This offers an opportunity to build a good future for the country. If the church helps in this
situation, the bond between the young elite and the church will be strengthened. Therefore,
it is a strong wish of the priests to be able to support the students, especially since their
parents can offer them hardly any financial help.
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Pastoral work:
Catechesis is being faced with a
shortage of basic tools
everywhere, from paper and
writing utensils to books and
materials for activities (games,
painting, music, summer camps,
etc.). In many centers, especially
in southern Syria, the rooms are
not suitable for catechesis. They
are in need of renovation and lack
Catechesis in Khabab (Hauran – Southern Syria)
basic equipment such as benches,
tables, heating, lighting, loudspeakers and other technical facilities).
During my visit, I saw many poor families whom the priests cannot help, as they themselves
are completely impoverished. Some families seem embittered that the church cannot help
anymore. Almost every family in Syria has a tragic history today. One could write a whole
book about each of these fates. The
number of people in need is rapidly
increasing as the savings have been
used up. Everyone is suffering from
material hardship because everything is
expensive. The currency is weak,
salaries are low, many goods from
abroad are not available owing to the
embargo, the unemployment rate is
Refugee family in Damascus

very high and many companies
are still in a standstill.
The local charity organizations
also suffer from the scarcity of
funds because most former
supporters have migrated
abroad. Some of the relief
organizations are on the verge of
quitting their functions if they do
not receive support from abroad.

Refugee family in Latakia

I am amazed at the large number of children and their desire to be in the arms of the Church.
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Some pastors told me that the help we (the foundation “Korbgemeinschaft”) organize for
summer tent camps, small Christmas gifts, and the support of first communion celebrations,
goes a long way towards motivating the children to belong to the church. And here is a big
thank you to every one of you who supports these projects.

Old people, people needing nursing care and chronically ill people:
In many families there are older people, including many who need care, constant nursing
and medical treatment. However, these families often lack young people, as many of the
young ones have left the country, in part to escape military service. There is also a serious
lack of care for chronically ill and traumatized people. Even monthly rents of about € 50 pose
an enormous burden. Although there are occasional aid packages, this help is rather
sporadic and irregular. It often happens that the elderly and sick people themselves are
unable to gain access to help. They always need someone to help them get something.
Most domestically displaced people live in desolate and therefore cheaper apartments in
war-damaged villages. Usually, 2-3 families have to share a place of approx. 40m2 with
desolate cooking and sanitary facilities in order to jointly cover the rent. I have seen
inadequate sanitary facilities also in most of the schools and kindergartens which I visited.

Let's help, before it’s too late!
Finally, I should like to tell you about an incident
that demonstrates the dire need. On the way to
Aleppo I see a boy, 8-9 years old, in a motorway
rest stop. He searches the bins for things to sell, so
that he can buy something to eat. At the end of
the day, he has 200 SYP (about € 0.40). I ask him
why he is not at school. He tells me that his father
died in the war and his mother cannot take care of
him. He now lives with his elderly grandparents,
who are invalid and unable to work. This
encounter deeply shocked me. When I talked
about it in Aleppo, I learned that this is not an
unusual fate and that even among the Christian
communities there are such cases. They
immediately brought seven children to me who
live in similar circumstances, and there are many
more. I wonder what will become of these children if they are abandoned. Children without
school will become potential terrorists. This is the situation of the Syrian people in their
home country: Very much like this child that is abandoned by all and must feed itself. In
addition, it has to take care of the elderly and weaker people left behind.
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All this shows how seriously the priests in Syria are challenged in their pastoral work. Are we
as Christians allowed to remain silent in the face of all this? As an overall impression that I
brought back from my latest visit, I can only urgently appeal to each one of you that help is
required quickly before it will be too late for some of those in desperate need.
I think we must not waste any time in mobilizing the peace-making hands.
Your Hanna Ghoneim
Vienna, November 22, 2018

Korbgemeinschaft-Hilfe für Syrien
Pramergasse 9
1090 Vienna
Austria
Tel: 0043 (0)1/3103843-904
Email: office@korbgemeinschaft.at

Bank connection in Austria:
Korbgemeinschaft-Hilfe für Syrien
Erste Bank
IBAN: AT942011182857556000
BIC: GIBAATWWXXX

www.korbgemeinschaft.at
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Bank connection in Germany:
missio - München
Liga Bank
IBAN: DE96 7509 0300 0800 0800 04
BIC: GENODEF1M05
Purpose: 58159 Ghoneim/Syria

