
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Brussels IV Conference on Syria: Agenda Recommendations from PAX 

 

PAX is an international peacebuilding organisation, headquartered in the Netherlands, with offices 

around the world. We have worked closely with Syrian civil society partner for over 15 years, to 

promote justice, expand civic space, strengthen social cohesion and facilitate dialogue. PAX also 

conducts research and advocacy on peacebuilding, protection and human rights issues in Syria.1  

 

Ahead of the Brussels IV Conference on Syria at the end of June, on the basis of the information 

provided by EU representatives on the civil society participation in the conference and the Building 

Blocks document for the civil society consultations, PAX shares the following observations and 

recommendations: 

 

 

Process: 

 

1. An important part of the consultation process will be done through a survey via an app. It is 

positive that such a survey enables a large range of civil society representatives to provide 

input, including, via distance. It cannot, however, replace consultation meetings on the basis 

of expertise, and these should be conducted in addition to the survey. There is a risk that the 

information provided through the survey lacks a quality assessment on expertise, and misses 

an analysis of the background and constituency of the organisation or individual providing 

input.   

 

2.  Now that meetings are not bound to physical location, we recommend organising thematic 

consultation meetings for which participants can register on the basis of expertise, in addition 

to meetings that focus on the specific issues relevant to one of the “hubs”. 

 

3.  It should be ensured that Syrian civil society, including victims’ groups, play a leading role in 

the conference activities, including the consultations as well as during the conference itself, 

and associated official events. The conference should expand compared to previous years the 

direct avenues for civil society to share concerns with high level officials. In addition, a 

feedback loop should be ensured so as to clarify to participants how their input was helpful 

and used (or not). 

 

4.  It is important to be transparent about the selection of civil society participants by issuing 

public calls for registration for consultations and other conference activities as well as clear 

selection criteria.  

 

5.  It is important that all relevant branches of the Commission, and Delegations in country, are 

involved in consulting civil society, and the design of these consultations,  to ensure that 

 
1 Some of our research projects include: Siegewatch, which documented the situation in besieged areas in 
Syria; research on Housing Land and Property Rights in Syria; and the recently developed Refugee Protection 
Watch Initiative. Further to this, more information on our programmes related to Syria can be found here. 

https://siegewatch.org/
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/covid-19-in-lebanon-big-impact-on-refugees-and-host-communities
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/covid-19-in-lebanon-big-impact-on-refugees-and-host-communities
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/our-work/programmes/syria


 
 
 
 
 
alongside humanitarian issues – they adequately cover human rights, peacebuilding, and other 

issues which Syrian, regional and international civil society have expertise in. It is important 

that any large-scale surveys, online questionnaires, and other consultations, are not restricted 

to humanitarian issues, but also ask questions on human rights and peacebuilding and the 

political process. 

 

 

Agenda: 

  

The Building Blocks document contains many very good points for discussion at the conference. 

Alongside our specific input on these Building Blocks, PAX has some general comments and 

recommendations: 

 

1. Political process 
 

The political process on Syria has failed to deliver progress over the past years, and donors tend to 

focus on providing support to address the de facto situation. Investing in the political process with 

the aim of working towards a political agreement based on UN resolution 2254 must stay the first 

priority. The Brussels conference should provide a platform for participants to discuss strategies 

to break the status quo and to develop longer-term strategies towards peace and justice. 

Conference attendees should agree on concrete steps to be taken towards this end. 

 

2. More support through Syrian organisations  
 

Donors at the conference should commit to allocating a larger part of the funds pledged to Syrian  

organisations. Civil society support should also focus more on Syrian-led initiatives: including those 

active in humanitarian, human rights, and peacebuilding spheres 

 

3. Covid-19  
 

The Covid-19 crisis will lead to vast economic and financial needs in the region. Funds should 

however not be reallocated from other priorities but specific Covid-19 funding lines should be 

developed. As Covid-19 disproportionately hits the marginalised and exacerbates social conflict 

and inequality, it is crucial that civil society support for social cohesion, peacebuilding, monitoring 

of rights violations and gender are maintained at the current level or increased. In all these fields 

of work grassroots initiatives and local civil society organisations should be supported, as they are 

a crucial part of the Covid-19 response.  

 

4. Northeast Syria 
 

In previous years the situation in Northeast Syria has been absent from the conference agenda. 

The current problems around cross-border aid and the Covid-19 response add to the need to 

address the situation in Northeast Syria during the conference.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

Building Blocks: 

 

1. Victims-centred approach to justice:  
 

It is important that, as last year, justice issues are addressed at Brussels IV. The conference should 

provide a platform to victims in the official sessions. Steps should be identified to develop a 

victims-centred transitional justice approach in which civil society plays a key role, and funds 

should be pledged for victim-centred and victim-led civil society initiatives. 

 

2. Housing, Land and Property rights 
 

Violations of Housing, Land and Property rights have been committed on large scale and by 

different actors in the conflict. If not addressed swiftly and comprehensively, there is a risk of 

dispossession of millions of people. This forms a major obstacle to peace. The conference should 

not just look at HLP rights as an obstacle to return of refugees (it is referred to now in the 

Displacement, Resettlement and Return building block), but as a key transitional justice issue to 

be addressed in political, accountability and assistance strategies. 

 

3. Sieges and forced population transfers 
 

Two years after the last besieged areas were forced to surrender and large parts of their 

populations were forcibly transferred to Northwest Syria, siege survivors remain neglected and are 

left with a range of interconnected rights violations and war crimes and their impact to cope with. 

This group of siege survivors has specific needs in terms of justice and accountability, education, 

health, and psycho-social support that must be addressed.  

 

4. Displacement, Resettlement and Return 
 

Discussions around the protection and rights of refugees and internally-displaced from Syria 

should recognise that forced displacement is an ongoing conflict dynamic. According to 

international standards – including UNCHR’s Protection Thresholds for Syria - Syria is not safe, and 

neither should specific areas be designated as safe. Any eventual return to Syria should be safe, 

voluntary, dignified and informed, and a personal decision made by the individual involved.  

 

It should be recognised that the numbers of people choosing to return to Syria at present are 

extremely low, especially given the increasingly difficult living situations in host countries. Now is 

not the time for a shift to any large-scale return assistance. Instead, there needs to be increased 

ongoing, long-term support to refugee-hosting countries in the region, increased resettlement 

outside the region, responsibility-sharing between EU member states and others regarding 

relocating refugees, as well as a longer-term political strategy to ensure the safety and rights of 

refugees.2 

 
2 For more detailed recommendations on this issue please see Refugee Protection Watch: Briefing Brussels 

Conference IV – 30 June 2020. This RPW private briefing is attached to the e-mail that this briefing was sent 

alongside.   
 


