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Executive Summary

The Rukban camp for internally displaced persons (IDPs) sits within a 55 km deconfliction zone
surrounding the U.S. al-Tanf garrison at the intersection of the Jordanian and Iraqi borders with
southeastern Syria. Due to an ongoing siege by the Assad regime and its Russian backers, the
humanitarian situation in Rukban is dire. However, the United States can still alleviate the
suffering of Rukban’s residents. Doing so would not only save lives but would also support
multiple U.S. national security objectives.

Rukban’s population consists of civilians who fled from violence by the Assad regime and the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). They support the U.S.-led coalition’s presence at al-Tanf
and are also a source of recruitment for Maghaweir al-Thawra (MAT), a U.S. partner force in the
fight against ISIS. Al-Tanf garrison and MAT’s presence in the area are pivotal for the enduring
defeat of ISIS, as the garrison’s strategic location helps disrupt supply routes ISIS uses to transfer
weapons, fighters, and goods from eastern to western Syria.

In addition to the al-Tanf garrison’s role in combating ISIS, the base also undermines Iran’s
efforts to send fighters and weapons from Iraq to Syria and Lebanon. Iran considers Syria as key
to its national security and its nefarious activities across the region. Syria is important to Iran
because it allows the IRGC and Iranian-backed militias such as Lebanese Hezbollah to have a
presence on multiple borders with Israel. Although Iran can send fighters and weapons through
air routes, it is not a substitute for the ability to transport fighters and weapons on a much larger
scale through land routes. If the Tanf garrison was not under the control of the International
Coalition, Iran would have a highway under the complete control of the IRGC that supports the
logistics of their terrorist activities in Syria, Lebanon, and the wider region.

Currently, the only way goods are brought into the camp is through smuggling routes coming
from Damascus to Rukban. They supply a small black market that sells goods at exuberant prices
far too steep for most camp residents, the vast majority of whom are unemployed. For food and
other basic necessities, Rukban relies on rare UN aid convoys, which require approval from the
Assad regime and Russia to access the camp. However, the Assad regime and Russia are the
ones behind the strangling siege and therefore should not be the ones with the authority to
approve humanitarian aid convoys. The Assad regime and Russia seek the withdrawal of U.S.
forces from al-Tanf at all costs, and strategically allow the continued deterioration of the
humanitarian situation in the camp to undermine U.S. presence in the area.

For years now, the desperate conditions in Rukban have forced many residents to return to
regime-controlled areas, where they face forced conscription, detention, or extrajudicial killing.

The failure of the UN aid process demands a change in U.S. policy regarding aid to Rukban. The
United States must either supply aid directly from the al-Tanf garrison or find some means of
sustaining the civilians in Rukban. The aid would target only Rukban’s most vulnerable residents
who are unable to obtain necessities from the local market. If the United States is not able to
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provide direct sustained aid, it should facilitate the relocation of civilians to
non-regime-controlled areas of Syria.

Helping the civilian population in Rukban would be a low-cost, high-value measure. In addition
to saving lives, it would also strengthen America’s relationship with partner forces within the 55
km deconfliction zone, help the United States counter threats from ISIS and Iran, and undermine
Russian, Iranian, and Assad regime efforts to force a U.S. withdrawal.

Policy Recommendations

1) Until the international community can reach a negotiated settlement to the Syrian
conflict, violent extremist organizations are permanently defeated, and the security
of Rukban’s civilians is guaranteed, the United States must continue its presence at
al-Tanf garrison. Rukban’s location within the deconfliction zone surrounding al-Tanf,
along with the relentless efforts of the U.S.-supported MAT, is the only thing protecting
the camp from the Assad regime, its Russian and Iranian allies, and ISIS. A U.S.
withdrawal from the garrison would guarantee the forced conscription, detention, or
extrajudicial killing of most of the camp’s civilians. In addition to the human cost, the
United States would be putting its own security interests at risk. Leaving the area would
fuel the ISIS insurgency and enhance Iran’s ability to destabilize the region.

2) The United States must clearly and publicly recognize its failure to provide
sustained aid through the UN Damascus Office. Acknowledging the failure of the
UN process paves the way for the Department of Defense and the International
Coalition to deliver direct aid to Rukban’s most disadvantaged residents via the
al-Tanf garrison.

3) If the United States is unable to alleviate the humanitarian crisis in Rukban, it must
ensure the safe evacuation of the camp’s residents to areas outside regime control.
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Background

Rukban is a camp for internally
displaced persons (IDPs), located in a
desert region along the Syrian-Jordanian
border, mere miles from the Syrian-Iraqi
border. The camp lies within a 55 km
deconfliction zone surrounding
America’s strategic al-Tanf garrison.1

“Rukban consists mainly of Sunni Arab
families from rural areas in eastern
Homs governorate, from the cities of
Homs, Palmyra, and al-Qaryatain, as
well as from Deir Ezzor governorate. They were forced to flee their hometowns due to violence
from both the Assad regime and ISIS.” In many cases, their homes have been completely2

destroyed and they are unable to return. One resident originally from al-Qaryatayn, cited both
ISIS and pro-regime forces as the reasons for his displacement. “How could I return to my home
while it's full of the Assad regime, Iranian, and Russian gangs?” he asked.3

After suffering multiple displacements, many settled in Rukban in mid-2014, hoping to be able
to access neighboring Jordan, but got stuck in the camp as Jordan closed its border. Others
believed that the presence of the U.S. al-Tanf garrison provided a relatively safe space to live
while being able to remain in their home country of Syria. The same resident cited above4

explained: “I chose Rukban camp because it was on the border with Jordan and so I can be in my
beloved Syria. Also, of course, to seek shelter from Assad and his mafia.” 5

Article 2 of the UN Economic and Social Council’s (ECOSOC) 1998 Guiding Principles on
Internal Displacement defines IDPs as “persons or groups of persons who have been forced or
obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of
or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of
human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally
recognized State border.” When ECOSOC created the Guiding Principles on Internal6

Displacement, one of its main goals was to emphasize that forcibly displacing people is illegal
under international law. ECOSOC also intended to reiterate that “internally displaced persons

6 UN Economic and Social Council, “Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement,” 1998,
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G98/104/93/PDF/G9810493.pdf?OpenElement

5 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
4 Abu Ali, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
3 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
2 Abu Ali, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

1 Jesse Marks and Harding Lang, “Civilians Imperiled: Humanitarian Implications of U.S. Policy Shifts in Syria,”
Refugees International, February 28, 2019.
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2019/2/27/toihiszqi8lgjdhrue5rrvlu44aqz4
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shall enjoy, in full equality, the same rights and freedoms under international and domestic law as
do other persons in their countries.”7

Nevertheless, the Assad regime has continued to violate the rights and freedoms of Syria’s IDPs,
including those living in Rukban. The regime and its Russian patrons commit war crimes against
Rukban’s residents on an ongoing basis by blocking their access to humanitarian aid. Since8

2015, Russia and the regime have prevented aid convoys and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) from entering Rukban, depriving camp residents of food, medical attention, and
educational opportunities. Moscow also continually vetoes UN requests for assistance. This9

strategy aims to force the camp’s desperate residents to return to regime-held areas.

According to the Rukban Community Leader, “the final humanitarian aid convoy to arrive in the
camp in the fall of 2019 only included supplies for one month.” Since then, the situation in the10

camp has drastically deteriorated, as residents struggle to find food and medical care. The
population has decreased severely in the past few years due to the conditions in the camp,
including extreme temperatures, starvation, lack of schools, medical care and basic necessities,
and low morale. The camp’s residents have no conception of when they might be able to safely
leave the camp, and they hold a constant fear that if the United States leaves al-Tanf they will be
left vulnerable to Assad’s forces. While the Syrian Emergency Task Force (SETF) has been able
to supply some aid, this aid is insufficient to ensure the basic wellbeing of Rukban’s residents.

As of July 2019, Rukban’s population stood at approximately 30,000 residents. But as11

conditions have worsened due to the Assad regime and Russia’s siege, the camp’s population has
dwindled to around 10,000 residents — a far cry from the camp’s peak population of around12

85,000 residents in 2016. Approximately 80 percent of the camp’s population are women and13

children.14

Rukban’s remaining residents are amongst the most vulnerable people in Syria. They face
persistent risk of starvation, water shortages, lack of education and medical care, inclement
weather, and unemployment. Yet they are unable to leave without facing the likelihood of

14 UNICEF Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa Geert Cappelaere, "Lack of access to medical
care in Syria is putting children’s lives at risk," United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Press Release, January
15, 2019, https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/lack-access-medical-care-syria-putting-childrens-lives-risk.

13 Navanti Group, “Scenes of Life in Syria's Rukban IDP Camp,” May 14, 2019,
https://navantigroup.squarespace.com/news-1/2019/5/14/photos-of-daily-life-in-syrias-rukban-idp-camp as cited by
https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Jordan%20Operational%20Update%20-%20December%2
02016.pdf

12 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
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https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/note-correspondents-transcript-press-stakeout-uns-deputy-special-en
voy

10 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

9 United States Embassy in Damascus, Syria, “Syria 2020 Human Rights Report,” May 3, 2021,
https://sy.usembassy.gov/syria-2020-human-rights-report/.

8 Rome Statue of the International Criminal Court, Article 8(2).

7 UN Economic and Social Council, “Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement,” 1998,
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/idps/43ce1cff2/guiding-principles-internal-displacement.html
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detention or death at the hands of Assad regime forces. Jordan has closed all border crossings not
under Assad’s control. This squashes any hope Rukban’s residents might have of crossing the15

border, while also preventing cross-border humanitarian aid from reaching Rukban, save for
limited amounts of water that Jordan allows through. Additionally, Jordan has periodically
deported Syrian refugees back to Rukban, putting the camp’s already vulnerable residents at risk
of COVID-19 and increasing the strain on Rukban’s limited resources.

For the camp’s residents, the only way to obtain medical care is to return to Assad-controlled
territories, where regime authorities have been known to detain people leaving Rukban. Several
reports suggest that pregnant Rukban residents forced to seek medical care in Assad-controlled
territory were detained and prevented from returning to their families. Those forced to return16 17

out of desperation face forced conscription, detention, or even extrajudicial killings. At best, they
are placed in holding centers, typically reconverted schools near the city of Homs.

As one Rukban community leader testified, due to the blockade imposed by Assad regime and
Russian forces,

smuggling routes from regime-held areas of Syria have become the only lifeline
to the camp, empowering a small percentage of merchants who have exploited the
siege and war economy. The local markets in Rukban depend on these smuggling
routes and the sale of goods at expensive prices that many in the camp struggle
with to afford everyday necessities. These economic restrictions also make it
difficult to have any medicine or proper education, while keeping the poorer
population within Rukban struggling to survive.18

On April 28, 2021, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Ambassador Linda
Thomas-Greenfield, spoke before the UN Security Council regarding “the deep moral wrong
happening in Rukban.” She noted that “[f]or 16 months, the camp’s residents have been without
medical aid because the Assad regime and Russia will not allow the UN to make deliveries to
these people in need.” She went on to “urge the Assad regime and Russia to allow unhindered
humanitarian access to the camp. These people are not pawns. Aid cannot be politicized.”19

Unsurprisingly, the Russians were not swayed.

19 United States Missions to the United Nations, “Remarks by Ambassador Linda Thomas-Greenfield at a UN
Security Council Briefing on Syria,” April 28, 2021,
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-by-ambassador-linda-thomas-greenfield-at-a-un-security-council-briefing-on-syr
ia-2/.

18 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

17

https://syriaaccountability.org/updates/2020/06/25/residents-of-rukban-camp-face-siege-limited-aid-and-dangers-in-r
econciled-areas/

16 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.

15 Amnesty International, “Jordan: Authorities must allow urgent medical care for displaced Syrians in Rukban
during COVID-19,” May 7, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-s
yrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/.
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Yet the United States need not rely on Russian goodwill. America’s al-Tanf garrison sits less than
10 miles away from Rukban. A 55 km deconfliction zone surrounds the garrison, protected by
coalition forces along with local partner forces, mainly Maghaweir al-Thawra (MAT). Al-Tanf
garrison often recruits its partner forces from amongst the camp’s residents. Nevertheless, the
U.S.-led coalition has failed to provide any form of sustained aid to the Rukban camp. “If we
feed them, it will look like we are going to stay there forever,” James Jeffrey, the former U.S
special representative for Syria, told The Washington Post on July 19. “We can’t commit to a
long-term presence in al-Tanf or in anyplace else in Syria.”20

As of December 5, 2021, the people of Rukban have organized a committee and started a sit-in in
the IDP camp, calling on the international coalition based at the Tanf garrison to provide direct
aid to the camp. Speaking to one of the organizers of the sit-in, SETF was informed that
Rukban’s civilians considered the Tanf garrison as the de-facto authority in the 55-kilometer
deconfliction zone. Sit-in leaders have informed us that the international community, the United
Nations, and international organizations have failed in providing any semblance of aid or
support. Civilians are now seeking stability, employment opportunities, medical care, and
education to be provided to the 10,000 residents of the camp, directly through the International
Coalition to defeat ISIS.

20 Suleiman Al-Khalidi, “Syria's Rukban camp dwindles after five-month Russian siege: residents, aid workers,”
Reuters, July 28, 2019,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-camp/syrias-rukban-camp-dwindles-after-five-month-russian-siege
-residents-aid-workers-idUSKCN1UM0OT.
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Rukban & al-Tanf Garrison

The relationship between al-Tanf garrison and
the population of Rukban is cordial, and the
garrison provides employment to a small
percentage of camp residents who are recruited
into U.S. partner forces through the MAT.
While the civilians in Rukban recognize and
appreciate the protection provided to them by
the presence of American troops, they are
disappointed by the garrison’s lack of support
in relieving their humanitarian suffering.
According to testimony by a civilian council
member in Rukban camp:

We as civilians love the Tanf American military base, consider them our friends
and we feel comfort from their presence. There are many young men from our
camp that work with them. But we also are a bit disappointed in them
[Tanf/American military] because they are able to support us but unfortunately
they do not provide us any aid. We, the civilian leaders of Rukban camp, always
ask to meet with them in order to help find a solution together in partnership for
the humanitarian crisis in the camp, but unfortunately so far we have not been
able to be successful in that endeavor. And of course the base is under the
command of the American Department of Defense [DOD] and so we the people
of Rukban ask the DOD to open direct routes for us to northern Syria or to allow
our camp to be officially a UN or NGO administered camp. Additionally we ask
that the DOD strengthen the base by allowing a larger number of the residents of
the camp that are unemployed to work in support of US efforts [...]21

Alleviating the humanitarian suffering of the people of Rukban would be beneficial to the U.S.
and its strategic interests: in fact, the Assad regime and its allies use the poor conditions of the
civilians in the camp to undermine the presence of U.S. troops in al-Tanf. The propaganda of the
Assad regime, Russia and Iran is detrimental to the presence of the U.S. not only in al-Tanf, but
also in the rest of Syria, both in the eyes of the international community and of the people on the
ground. Their perception is especially relevant because the U.S. recruits its partner forces from
the population of Rukban. As a consequence, in order to increase the legitimacy of the presence
of U.S. troops and of our partner forces, it is pivotal that the local populations support and
believe in the importance of U.S. presence. Furthermore, in order for the U.S. to be able to
continue its recruitment for partner forces among the local populations, the support of the locals
for these efforts is fundamental.

21 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
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The positive perception of the al-Tanf garrison by the people of Rukban supports U.S. presence
in multiple ways. Ensuring there are no disgruntled residents or any pent-up resentment by the
local population strengthens force protection efforts for both U.S. servicemen and women and
our partner forces. By reducing or eliminating negative sentiment against the U.S., adversaries
will not be able to exploit the grievances of the population in order to cause harm to the U.S. and
partner forces, as such positive perception insulates against any infiltration by adversarial forces.
Finally, there is no better way to counter propaganda and misinformation by the Assad regime,
Iran, Russia and ISIS than the voice of local civilians that can highlight the positive impact the
U.S. and its partner forces have on the local population. As such, it is crucial for the United
States to promote its popularity among local residents.
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Current Conditions in the Camp

The Rukban residents endure harsh desert conditions with freezing temperatures at night. Most
families live in temporary housing, such as mudbrick homes and makeshift tents. Many of these22

homes were constructed by the residents themselves and afford them minimal protection from
rain, sandstorms, and other harsh weather conditions. While there are some basic services
available to Rukban’s residents, access to education, healthcare, and even food and water is
extremely limited.

Rukban lacks a formal educational system, with only four makeshift schools serving an
estimated 700 students. The teachers are volunteers with no formal training. Basic school23

supplies such as stationery and writing utensils are scarce, and learning schedules are
inconsistent. As one UNICEF worker described the situation, “a one-room mud structure with no
furniture and a large sheet of paper pinned to a wall as a blackboard is a school only through the
sheer willpower of the 60 eager children crammed next to each other on the floor.” One24

recurring theme that has come up in our many field interviews is that the establishment of
schools and hospitals should be a priority for the camp.

For proper medical care, residents must travel to hospitals in regime-controlled areas, as Jordan
has closed its borders. Camp residents seeking treatment at Assad regime hospitals typically face
detention by security forces and are not allowed to return to their families. Most are tortured and
subjected to other human rights violations, including extrajudicial killings. As one Rukban
community leader put it, the regime does “not allow anyone to return after treatment. When
someone leaves the prison, that person then goes back to their home, but if they want to return to
Rukban, that person can return through smuggling, but pays very large sums to do so.”25

Nevertheless, many Rukban families have been forced to brave the regime’s abuses to save a
family member, typically from highly preventable illnesses. The Senate Foreign Relations
Committee last addressed this dire situation in May of 2019, acknowledging that those who fled
Rukban were in danger and sometimes executed when returning to regime-held areas.26

The COVID-19 pandemic has only worsened the situation. It was used by the Jordanian
government as an excuse to close one of the only medical facilities that accepted exceptional
medical cases within reach of the camp, claiming that it was the only way to protect Jordan’s

26 United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Testimony of the Rt Hon. David Miliband, President and
CEO, International Rescue, Hearing “The Humanitarian Impact of Eight Years of War in Syria,” May 1, 2019,
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/050119_Miliband_Testimony.pdf.

25 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

24 Fran Equiza, “Field notes from Rukban,” Blog United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), Feburary 15, 2019,
https://blogs.unicef.org/blog/field-notes-rukban/.

23 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

22 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.
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population. Despite the international legal principle of non-refoulement, Jordan forcibly27 28

removed refugees from Azraq and the “Third Village” camps and sent them back to Rukban.29

A COVID-19 outbreak in Rukban would be devastating for the camp’s remaining residents.
Based on our information on the ground, it appears there has not yet been an outbreak in Rukban,
most likely due to the isolation of the camp. However, this has not been confirmed through
testing, because kits are not available to the residents of the camp.

In addition to poor education and healthcare, the camp has very little access to water, aside from
the limited daily amounts provided by a Jordanian NGO called Alaam afdal, or “Better World.”
Food is also scarce: Many residents eat just one meal a day. According to Amnesty30

International, “people in the berm have been lacking food, drinkable water and medicines for
more than four years, and increasingly so in the past two years. Both the Syrian and Jordanian
governments must urgently ensure unfettered access to humanitarian aid.”31

The last humanitarian convoy that the Syrian government allowed into the camp arrived in
September 2019, while the only UNICEF-run medical point closed in March of 2020 due to
COVID-19. As of 2020, only five aid convoys had reached the camp within the previous two32

years. The camp’s lack of medical care and infrastructure, along with the extreme weather33

33 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

32 Navanti Group, “Scenes of Life in Syria's Rukban IDP Camp,” May 14, 2019,
https://navantigroup.squarespace.com/news-1/2019/5/14/photos-of-daily-life-in-syrias-rukban-idp-camp

31 Amnesty International, “Jordan: Authorities must allow urgent medical care for displaced Syrians in Rukban
during COVID-19,” May 7, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-s
yrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/.

30 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

29 Josh Rogin, “Opinion: There’s no covid-19 in Syria’s worst refugee camp. That may be about to change.” The
Washington Post, August 20, 2020,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/08/20/theres-no-covid-19-syrias-worst-refugee-camp-that-may-be-a
bout-change/.

28 As stated by UN OHCHR “Under international human rights law, the principle of non-refoulement guarantees that
no one should be re- turned to a country where they would face torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment and other irreparable harm.” – United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,
“The Principle of Non-refoulement Under International Human Rights Law,”
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GlobalCompactMigration/ThePrincipleNon-RefoulementUnder
InternationalHumanRightsLaw.pdf

27 Amnesty International, “Jordan: Authorities must allow urgent medical care for displaced Syrians in Rukban
during COVID-19,” May 7, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-s
yrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/.

12

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres-why
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres-why
https://navantigroup.squarespace.com/news-1/2019/5/14/photos-of-daily-life-in-syrias-rukban-idp-camp
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-syrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-syrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres-why
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres-why
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/08/20/theres-no-covid-19-syrias-worst-refugee-camp-that-may-be-about-change/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/08/20/theres-no-covid-19-syrias-worst-refugee-camp-that-may-be-about-change/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GlobalCompactMigration/ThePrincipleNon-RefoulementUnderInternationalHumanRightsLaw.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/GlobalCompactMigration/ThePrincipleNon-RefoulementUnderInternationalHumanRightsLaw.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-syrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/jordan-authorities-must-allow-urgent-medical-care-for-displaced-syrians-in-rukban-during-covid19/


conditions, has led to deaths. Eight children perished in January 2019 alone due to exposure. In34

the first two months of 2019, one child died every five days due to lack of healthcare and other
basic life-saving resources, amounting to about a dozen child deaths in total.35

While there is a market in Rukban, the prices of goods are often out of reach for its residents, as
employment is almost non-existent. Furthermore, the items available at the market are
exceedingly insufficient, consisting only of what can be smuggled into the camp. For instance,
there is no relief for mothers whose malnourishment has rendered them incapable of producing
milk for their babies.36

SETF tries to fill this void by providing baby formula, medicine, bread, and warm clothes to the
area. SETF also established a no-cost pharmacy, the Hope Pharmacy, which is currently the
camp’s only source of medicine and other medical supplies. Hope Pharmacy sees approximately
900 patients per month for basic consultations and medication, depending on available stock.
The pharmacy’s nurse can provide limited services, but the camp still lacks doctors and surgeons,
demonstrating the abhorrent lack of medical care and clinics available to camp residents.

Despite SETF’s efforts, the strangling siege waged by the Assad regime and Russia makes it
impossible to deliver aid consistently. Unfortunately, the U.S. government is of little help. The
United States currently provides aid to the camp through the United Nations’ Damascus office,
but this process requires approval by the Assad regime — the same regime actively starving the
camp. Camp residents therefore often go long periods of time without basic necessities.

The potential expiration of UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2449 would exacerbate
this situation. Set to expire in January 2022, UNSCR 2449 calls for sustained and improved
humanitarian aid to Syria. The Security Council renewed the resolution for six months in July
2021. Although this is unlikely to put an end to the siege of Rukban, the renewed focus on37

cross-line aid has the potential to put more pressure on the regime to deliver aid to Rukban. In an
interview conducted by the Syrian Emergency Task Force, the Rukban camp’s field director
implored the international community

to reach out directly to the Jordanians and talk to the Americans present at the
Tanf Garrison to ask them to help us. Or at least allow the very sick to enter
Jordan by opening a medical point that is equipped with at least one doctor and
some of the necessary medical equipment. If we work together on these

37 United Nations Security Council Resolution S/RES/2449(2018), December 13, 2018,
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N18/438/98/PDF/N1843898.pdf?OpenElement

36 Seema Jilani, an American board-certified pediatrician who adheres to the American Academy of Pediatrics
guidelines, interviewed May 2021.

35 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) “No place for a child - death and despair haunt children in Rukban,”
Press Release, February 27, 2019,
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/no-place-child-death-and-despair-haunt-children-rukban.

34 UNICEF Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa Geert Cappelaere, "Lack of access to medical
care in Syria is putting children’s lives at risk," United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Press Release, January
15, 2019,
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/lack-access-medical-care-syria-putting-childrens-lives-risk.
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recommendations, we can stop having people being forced to return to regime
held areas.38

38 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
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Implications of a U.S. Withdrawal From the al-Tanf Garrison

Human Cost of Withdrawal

As has been made clear in this report, the situation in Rukban is even worse than the atrocious
conditions in the Za’atari and Azraq camps in Lebanon and Jordan, respectively. The only39

sense of security for camp residents comes from the 55 km deconfliction zone surrounding the
U.S al-Tanf garrison. Ongoing smear campaigns from pro-regime and Russian propaganda
outlets blame the United States for Rukban’s conditions, suggesting that American forces keep
the camp’s residents there against their will. In actuality, the U.S. presence is the only thing
preventing the regime from retaking the area and inflicting further harm on local civilians.

Efforts by ISIS elements as well as Russian, Iranian, and regime forces to establish a foothold
along the Damascus-Baghdad highway, which runs near Rukban, have exacerbated conditions at
the camp. The U.S.-backed Jaish Maghawir al-Thawra (MAT) and the U.S. military presence at
al-Tanf have provided relative safety to the residents that have not had to return to regime-held
areas. The field director stated:40

What we need is to open a road with Iraq or Jordan for operation and intractable
situations. Or open a medical point in the camp or next to the camp and have it fully
equipped with doctors periodically along with equipment and medicines.41

If the United States were to pull out of the region, there would be a power vacuum that would be
quickly filled with characters unconcerned with human rights and solely concentrated on the
control of the territory and the spread of anti-Western sentiment. Additionally, civilians in the
camp would face the possibility of detention, torture, and extrajudicial killing.

Effects on the Assad Regime and Russia

The Assad regime and Russia continuously block the distribution of aid to civilians in Rukban by
manipulating geopolitical dynamics to discourage and prevent the international community from
providing life-saving humanitarian aid. As a result, UN-sponsored convoys have not delivered
aid in over three years. Escalating tensions in the region have made the international community
unwilling to intervene, citing respect for Syria’s sovereignty as one of the main reasons. With
global powers electing to remain on the sidelines, vulnerable populations throughout Syria
continue to languish. Neither the Assad regime nor its allies have aided the civilians in Rukban,
instead opting to arrest and even murder those desperate enough to leave the camp. Most of42

42 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
41 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

40 Waleed Abu al-Khair, “Syrian-Russian smear campaign targets US, allies at al-Tanf,” Diyaruna, March 3, 2020,
https://diyaruna.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_di/features/2021/03/03/feature-01.

39 Za’atari and Azraq are the largest refugee camps in Lebanon and Jordan, respectively.
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Rukban’s remaining inhabitants are afraid to return to their homes in Homs and Deir Ezzor
provinces due to threat from ISIS and Iranian, Russian, and Syrian regime forces in the area.43

Russia and the Assad regime have ramped up the pressure on Rukban’s residents since February
28, 2019. They have surrounded the al-Tanf deconfliction zone with green buses ready to force44

the camp’s residents back to regime-controlled territory, while making it increasingly clear that
they will allow no aid into the camp. Deteriorating conditions in the camp have led 17,96445

hopeless residents to leave. According to Syria Notes, regime buses have taken them to one of
three shelters: “two schools in the Homs city neighbourhoods of Baba Amr and Deir Balba, and
a building in the town of Hasya, south of Homs city.” There, the regime separated families and46

interrogated and searched each refugee. Pro-Assad shabiha militias then arrived to look for47

specific individuals. They shot multiple people, including a 12-year-old boy.48 49

In an interview conducted by SETF, MAT commander Brigadier General Mohanad Talla
explained that within the 55 km deconfliction zone, there are very few immediate threats, as
MAT has worked to secure the area with the help of U.S. troops. However, “the danger lies at the
border points and the perimeter of the zone,” where the regime and its allies loom. In addition to
blocking much-needed aid, these forces also pose a military threat. In June 2016, for example,
the Russian military conducted cluster bomb strikes near al-Tanf garrison, killing and wounding
members of the coalition-backed New Syrian Army.50

Presence of ISIS

MAT has been a crucial partner in the U.S.-led fight against ISIS, participating in over a hundred
counter-ISIS operations in the region. While these efforts have helped the anti-ISIS coalition51

eliminate the terror group’s physical caliphate, ISIS continues to wage an insurgency. Indeed,
“ISIS will continue to be a threat as long as they exist,” as MAT commander Brigadier General
Mohanad Talla explained in an interview with SETF. “Beyond presenting a humanitarian threat
through the interception of aid, they also constantly attempt to infiltrate the 55 km deconfliction
zone, so MAT must constantly be vigilant for any ISIS elements.”52

A U.S. withdrawal from the al-Tanf garrison would jeopardize the anti-ISIS coalition’s gains and
help fuel the terror group’s ongoing insurgency. As the Institute of War has noted, ISIS moved
fighters using “logistics routes that passed close to the Syrian-Jordanian border and the [U.S.-led

52 Br. Gen. Mohanad Talla, Commander of Maghaweir Al-Thawra, interviewed in May 2021.
51 Br. Gen. Mohanad Talla, Commander of Maghaweir Al-Thawra, interviewed in May 2021.
50 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.
49 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.
48 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.

47 The term shabiha means “ghosts” in Arabic and is used to describe armed individuals and militias that are
state-sponsored and support the Assad regime, carrying out its dirty work.

46 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.
45 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.
44 The Assad regime typically uses buses to transport forcibly displacement civilians.
43 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
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coalition] base … at Al-Tanf Border Crossing.” If the United States were to pull out of al-Tanf53

and thus remove its backing of MAT, ISIS elements could overtake the camp and bolster their
supply lines. A return of regime control still would not solve the problem, as ISIS continues to
operate relatively unhindered in regime-controlled areas. ISIS would likely still infiltrate the
camp if it were under regime control, enabling the terror group to exploit nearby supply routes.

A U.S. withdrawal from al-Tanf likely would also bolster ISIS recruitment in the area. Like other
violent extremist organizations, ISIS obtains recruits by exploiting the local government’s
inability to fulfill basic needs and security. Without the deconfliction zone associated with the54

U.S. presence at al-Tanf, Rukban residents will lose their last remaining shred of security,
creating an environment where ISIS ideology can take hold and recruitment can thrive.

Disinformation Undermining U.S. Influence

Since Jordan closed its border and restricted medical access in 2020, the Assad regime and
Russia have been using the lack of aid as anti-American military propaganda. Russia’s defense
minister has accused the United States of using Rukban IDPs as “human shields” to protect
opposition forces Moscow deems “terrorists.” It was found that from ISIS’ inception to 2015,55

more ISIS foreign fighters came from Russia than from any other country, including Saudi
Arabia. Despite being a large source of foreign fighters and conducting attacks on civilians,56

Russia has sought to discredit the U.S. presence.

In a 2020 report, the U.S. Department of State said, “The Kremlin bears direct responsibility for
cultivating these [disinformation] tactics and platforms as part of its approach to using
information as a weapon.” Russia’s disinformation campaigns are sophisticated and complex.
The “five main pillars” of Russian disinformation and propaganda consist of “official
government communications, state-funded global messaging, cultivation of proxy sources,
weaponization of social media, and cyber-enabled disinformation.” The 2020 State Department57

report covers Russian disinformation beyond only Syria, although we have observed in many
cases how perceptions of Syria are a key goal of Russian information operations. Moscow has

57 United States Department of State, “GEC Special Report: Pillars of Russia’s Disinformation and Propaganda
Ecosystem,” August 2020,
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Pillars-of-Russia%E2%80%99s-Disinformation-and-Propaganda
-Ecosystem_08-04-20.pdf.

56 Richard Barrett, “Beyond the Caliphate: Foreign Fighters and the Threat of Returnees,” The Soufan Center,
October 2017,
https://thesoufancenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Beyond-the-Caliphate-Foreign-Fighters-and-the-Threat-of-
Returnees-TSC-Report-October-2017-v3.pdf.

55 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

54 Isaac Kfir (2015) Social Identity Group and Human (In)Security: The Case of Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant
(ISIL), Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 38:4, 233-252, DOI: 10.1080/1057610X.2014.997510

53 Cafarella, J., Wallace, B., & Zhou, J. (2019). ISIS’S SECOND COMEBACK: ASSESSING THE NEXT ISIS
INSURGENCY (pp. 19-24, Rep.). Institute for the Study of War. Retrieved June 8, 2021, from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep19572.8.
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used official and unofficial channels to deflect criticism away from Russia and Assad and toward
the American government, using Facebook and YouTube accounts to bolster false and
misleading posts about U.S. activities in Syria, the United States presidential elections, and the
COVID-19 pandemic. One “pro-Russian, pro-Assad disinformation outlet” called the Syrian
Free Press, which has since been shut down, changed its name to “Crimean Front” after claiming
YouTube “illegally” deleted the site’s channel.58

The presence of American troops at the al-Tanf garrison helps prevent ISIS from regaining a
foothold in the area. If Russia’s disinformation is successful in undermining local support for
U.S. troops and encouraging the United States to withdraw, it will benefit not only Russia and
Assad, but ISIS as well.

Iran

Tehran has invested enormous military and financial assets to uphold the Assad regime, which in
turn has become a de facto extension of the Iranian government. Iran’s determination to preserve
its influence over Assad-controlled Syria is detrimental to both American interests and the safety
of Syrian civilians who suffer arbitrary detention, torture, and summary execution at the hands of
the regime. As U.S.-Iran tensions rise, it is more important than ever to curb Iran’s influence in
the region.

To maintain their economic and military relationship with Assad, Iranian leaders are determined
to influence provincial activities, using Iran’s terrorist proxies to their benefit. Iranian and59

Iran-backed forces are stationed near Rukban and the al-Tanf garrison. Iran is setting up regime
checkpoints; displaced populations and non-regime supporters are at risk of attacks by
Iran-backed proxy forces.60

60 International Crisis Group, “Flashpoint: Al-Tanf, Syria,” The Iran-US Trigger List, June 15, 2021,
https://www.crisisgroup.org/trigger-list/iran-us-trigger-list/flashpoints/al-tanf-syria.

59 Office of the Director of National Intelligence of the United States of America, Annual Threat Assessment of the
US Intelligence Community, p. 13, April 9, 2021,
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf.; “Iran continues to
utilize the Assad regime to serve Tehran’s national interests in Syria and in the broader region. The Iranian
Revolutionary Guard has complete free reign in Syria, including complete control of Assad regime military
divisions. Throughout the siege and bombardment [of Daraa, June 24 2021-present], the residents have come out to
protest the conduct of Iran and the Assad regime: [Translated from Arabic] [...] ‘The Iranian project will be
completed by the fall of Daraa and the South.’ [...] [Some of the main forces participating in the Daraa attacks are
the Fourth Division [of the Regime forces, directly linked to leaders in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard], [...] [and]
leaders in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, and Iranian militias, mainly the Radwan militia and Militia 313.” Syrian
Emergency Task Force, "Daraa al-Balad: Tightening Siege on the Birthplace of the Revolution," August 4, 2021
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b1f2585365f02ee280506e6/t/610b41ffa8d37a73ff3401a7/1628127749065/Da
raa+al-Balad+Tightening+Siege+on+the+Birthplace+of+the+Revolution.pdf

58 United States Department of State, “GEC Special Report: Pillars of Russia’s Disinformation and Propaganda
Ecosystem,” p.38, August 2020,
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Pillars-of-Russia%E2%80%99s-Disinformation-and-Propaganda
-Ecosystem_08-04-20.pdf.
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Iran-backed terrorist groups also threaten U.S. forces in the region. A 2021 threat assessment by
the U.S. intelligence community stated that “Iran is determined to maintain influence in Syria…
[and] is pursuing a permanent military presence and economic deals in Syria as the conflict
winds down there… U.S. forces in eastern Syria will face threats from Iranian and
Syrian-regime-aligned groups, mostly through deniable attacks.” The report further noted that61

along with ISIS and al-Qaeda, “Iran and its militant allies continue to plot terrorist attacks
against US persons and interests.” If the United States were to withdraw from al-Tanf garrison,62

Iran would utilize this strategic position to threaten U.S. presence in northeast Syria. Even if
there was no U.S. presence in Syria, Iran’s control of this strategic location allows them to
facilitate the transit of weapons and fighters across Iraq, Syria and Lebanon in addition to giving
them the capability to threaten U.S. bases and allies in neighboring countries.

In addition to endangering U.S. forces in Syria, withdrawing from al-Tanf would facilitate Iran’s
efforts to threaten America’s democratic ally Israel. In recent years, Tehran has moved a
tremendous amount of materiel and fighters into Syria via Iraq, using various ground lines of
communication stretching from Iran to Syria and Lebanon via Iraq. The Islamic Republic has
used this so-called “land bridge” to build up Iran’s military presence near the Israeli-Syrian
border and to transfer advanced weaponry to its Lebanese terrorist proxy group, Hezbollah.
Iran’s efforts not only threaten the security of Israel, but also Lebanon, which would likely suffer
tremendously from a potential Israel-Hezbollah war.

The U.S. garrison at al-Tanf disrupts a key route in this land bridge. The garrison sites astride the
Baghdad-Damascus highway, the most direct route from Iran to Damascus and Lebanon. By
preventing Iran from using that route, the U.S. garrison at al-Tanf allows the United States to
achieve what former U.S. Central Commander General Jospeh Votel has called an “indirect
effect” on Iran, even as the United States focuses on fighting ISIS. A U.S. withdrawal would
enhance Tehran’s ability to send fighters and materiel to Syria and Hezbollah, increasing the
threat to Israel.63

Iranian-backed militias in an unprecedented attack, on October 20, 2021, targeted the Tanf
garrison directly. “The drone attack, which caused no casualties, would be the first time Iran has
directed a military strike against the United States” at Tanf garrison. “Five so-called suicide
drones were launched at the American base at Al Tanf on Oct. 20 in what the U.S. Central
Command called a ‘deliberate and coordinated’ attack. Only two detonated on impact, but they

63 Daniel L. Magruder, “Al TANF Garrison: America's STRATEGIC Baggage in the Middle East,” Brookings,
November 20, 2020.
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/11/20/al-tanf-garrison-americas-strategic-baggage-in-the-mi
ddle-east/.

62 Office of the Director of National Intelligence of the United States of America, Annual Threat Assessment of the
US Intelligence Community, p. 5, April 9, 2021.
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf.

61 Office of the Director of National Intelligence of the United States of America, Annual Threat Assessment of the
US Intelligence Community, April 9, 2021.
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf. See also: International
Crisis Group, “Flashpoint: Al-Tanf, Syria,” The Iran-US Trigger List, June 15, 2021.
https://www.crisisgroup.org/trigger-list/iran-us-trigger-list/flashpoints/al-tanf-syria.
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were loaded with ball bearings and shrapnel with a ‘clear intent to kill,’ a senior U.S. military
official said. Most of the 200 American troops stationed at the base, whose main role is training
Syrian militias to fight the Islamic State, had been evacuated hours earlier after being tipped off
by Israeli intelligence, the officials said.”64

64 Eric Schmitt and Ronen Bergman, “Strike on U.S. Base Was Iranian Response to Israeli Attack, Officials Say,”
New York Times, November 18, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/18/world/middleeast/iran-drone-al-tanf-syria.html
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Geopolitical Implications

Jordan and Iraq

Jordan’s decision to close its border with Syria and deny medical aid to refugees puts Syrian
civilians at an increased risk of death and detainment. Jordan first cut aid in 2016. For a while,
UN-affiliated organizations managed to fill in with aid deliveries, but they mostly ceased two
years later. Jordan did initially allow access to one NGO-run clinic for emergency cases, but the65

Jordanian government closed the clinic in 2019 and has not offered any alternative facilities
since then.

Despite Jordan’s cutting of aid, civilians in Rukban attempted to use the nearby Syrian-Jordanian
border crossing to seek medical treatment in Jordan as an alternative to Syrian state-run
hospitals. But many were turned away despite the criticality of their medical emergencies.66

Since Jordan closed the border completely in February 2020, many at-risk camp residents,
including pregnant women, have been forced to seek help at Syrian hospitals, only to be67

arrested and put into detention centers after receiving medical treatment.68

The border with Iraq also remains closed, despite the presence of Al-Walid Road, which
connects Baghdad to Beirut and passes through Rukban. According to the head of MAT,
Brigadier General Talla, the Syrian portion of the road is secure and has been for some time,
thanks to the tireless efforts of the U.S. Partner Forces. However, the Al-Walid road remains69

closed, making it impossible for Rukban to receive aid from Iraq. The decision to open it must be
made by the Iraqi government.

The United Nations

The international community has failed to protect civilians in Rukban or provide them with
sustained medical care, hospitals, or schools. As far back as 2018, global authorities recognized
the burgeoning crisis in Rukban. UNICEF called on “all sides to urgently facilitate a
humanitarian convoy to Rukban, including mobile health clinics, so that life saving supplies and
services can be delivered.” For his part, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres urged all70

parties to develop a long-term plan for “sustained and unimpeded humanitarian access to the tens

70 UNICEF Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa Geert Cappelaere, "Lack of access to medical
care in Syria is putting children’s lives at risk," United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Press Release, January
15, 2019, https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/lack-access-medical-care-syria-putting-childrens-lives-risk.

69 Br. Gen. Mohanad Talla, Commander of Maghaweir Al-Thawra, interviewed in May 2021.
68 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.
67 Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021, https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.
66 Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

65 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.
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of thousands of displaced Syrians in this remote area.” Yet although UNICEF was able to71

facilitate a delivery of life-saving humanitarian aid to the camp, UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres labeled the camp’s infrastructure and accessibility as “wholly inadequate.”72

Since then, aid has dwindled to a near-halt due to Jordan’s border closure and the Assad regime,
Russia, and Iran’s siege. Geopolitical upheaval and state tensions have put Syrian civilians in a
deadlock, as neither the United Nations nor any other global power has stepped up to fill the73

deficit in humanitarian assistance. Because Russia and China have veto power on the UN
Security Council, the inherent setup of the United Nations prevents any meaningful UN
intervention. Intervention is impossible without consensus, even if it is simply providing aid and
infrastructure. In the absence of UN intervention, Rukban residents must decide between
possibly dying from their ailments or dying at the hands of the regime they were trying to escape.

The United States

Despite having the al-Tanf garrison stationed nearby, the United States has largely failed to
address the needs of the thousands of displaced civilians in the Rukban camp. As one Rukban
community leader noted, many civilians in the Rukban camp “appreciate the [al-Tanf garrison]
and consider [the American forces to be] friends,” as the U.S. presence provides a semblance of
security in an area beset by the Assad regime and ISIS. But although Rukban camp leaders have
attempted to meet with the garrison officials to coordinate a humanitarian partnership, they have
“unfortunately...not been able to be successful in that endeavor.” The international community74

believes that since the United States is acting as the stabilizing force in the region after ousting
ISIS in 2016, America bears responsibility for caring for Rukban’s inhabitants.

Article 55 of the Fourth Geneva Convention (GC IV) stipulates that in international armed
conflicts, occupying powers have a responsibility to ensure that civilians in the area receive75

sufficient food and medical supplies. As Noor Ibrahim argued in a Foreign Policy op-ed,76

76 United Nations Geneva Convention to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War of 12 August 1949,
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.33_GC-IV-EN.pdf.

75 Occupation does not imply illegality, international law provides for both legal and illegal occupation. By
international legal standards, the United States’ presence in al-Tanf is considered a legal occupation “ in accordance
with the right to collective self defence under Chapter VII, Article 51 of the UN Charter. What is clearly illegal is
not the occupation in itself, but the failure to fulfil the duties towards civilians of an occupying power as set out in
Geneva Convention IV" (Syria Notes, “Fortress UK,” Syria Notes, March 7, 2021,
https://www.syrianotes.org/2021/03/fortress-uk.html.)

74Abu Khalid al-Homsi, Rukban Community Leader, interviewed in April 2021.

73 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

72 UN News, “Humanitarian aid convoy to Syria’s Rukban camp: Mission Accomplished,” United Nations,
November 9, 2018, https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/11/1025341.

71 Stephane Dujarric, Spokesperson for the Secretary-General, “Statement attributable to the Spokesperson for the
Secretary-General on aid delivery to Rukban,” United Nations Secretary General, Statement, November 3, 2018,
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2018-11-03/statement-attributable-spokesperson-secretary-general-ai
d-delivery.
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“According to Ford and O’Connor, the United States has met every threshold that would trigger
the Geneva Convention mandates in this case: It is in an international armed conflict with Syria
(as ruled by the International Committee of the Red Cross in 2017), it qualifies as an occupying77

power (as that term is defined in the 1907 Hague Convention and the Defense Department’s Law
of War Manual), and resources in Rukban are certainly inadequate.” Robert Ford, a former U.S.78

ambassador to Syria and a senior fellow at the Middle East Institute argued: “Once you take
military possession of an area, you are responsible for it and ultimately you are responsible for
the people in it, that’s just the nature of military operations. As long as they physically control
[the area], and they do, then they are responsible for its civilians.”79

Despite the dire humanitarian situation in Rukban and America’s de facto position as an
occupying power there, Washington refuses to take responsibility for the well-being of Rukban’s
population. In 2020, then-U.S. Special Envoy to Syria James Jeffrey called Rukban the Assad
regime’s “specific responsibility.” Jeffrey even framed the drastic reduction of Rukban’s80

population due to starvation and unlivable conditions as a success. In 2019, he boasted that
thanks to U.S. cooperation with the Syrian Red Cross and the United Nations, Rukban’s
population had fallen to 10,000 people and could go “as low as 7,000,” down from 40,000 when
his tenure began. “That’s progress,” he said.81

Behind this so-called “progress” lies a different reality. The appalling conditions in Rukban,
created in part by U.S. unwillingness to supply aid to the camp, have forced over 30,000
residents to return to regime-held territory, where most will face detention, torture, and even
extrajudicial killing. Jeffrey’s comments merely rationalize a policy that contributes to the dire
humanitarian situation in Rukban, leading to the detention and death of civilians.

America’s inaction has provided fodder for Russian and Assad regime propaganda seeking to
undermine the longstanding relationship between Rukban civilians and American troops in the
area. Not only would aiding Syrians in Rukban perform a greatly needed humanitarian service;82

82 Daniel L. Magruder Jr., “Al Tanf garrison: America’s strategic baggage in the Middle East,” The Brookings
Institution, Blog, November 20, 2020.

81 James Jeffrey as cited by Elizabeth Hagedorn, “Interview: US envoy James Jeffrey on ISIS, the Syrian border,
Idlib, Rukban and Iraq,” The Defense Post, September 20, 2019,
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2019/09/20/james-jeffrey-interview-syria-iraq-tanf-isis/.

80 Former US Special Envoy to Syria James Jeffrey as cited by Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has
been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS Newshour, March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

79 Robert Ford, the former US Ambassador to Syria and a Senior Fellow at the Middle East Institute as cited by Ellie
Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS Newshour,
March 14, 2020,
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

78 Noor Ibrahim, “Stay and Starve, or Leave and Die,” Foreign Policy, October 26, 2020,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/26/al-tanf-rukban-refugee-syria-humanitarian/.

77 Noor Ibrahim, “Stay and Starve, or Leave and Die,” Foreign Policy, October 26, 2020,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/26/al-tanf-rukban-refugee-syria-humanitarian/.
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it would also help address security concerns facing the camp, including the spread of COVID-19,
which could equally threaten U.S. troops in the area if left unmanaged. Providing minimal83

support to the small population of Rukban would relieve pressure on the United States to
withdraw from al-Tanf garrison.

Rukban residents have very few options. Trapped on all sides, they desperately need aid and
assistance. Left without U.S. or UN intervention, many residents feel abandoned as world
powers grapple for control over the region.

But there is hope yet for the Rukban residents. By helping coordinate aid for displaced civilians
in the region, the United States could combat disinformation campaigns while helping to deliver
life-saving supplies to Rukban.84

84 Ellie Sennett, “Most aid to Syria’s Rukban camp has been blocked for more than a year. Here’s why,” PBS
Newshour, March 14, 2020.
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/most-aid-to-syrias-rukban-camp-has-been-blocked-for-more-than-a-year-heres
-why.

83 Ibid.

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/11/20/al-tanf-garrison-americas-strategic-baggage-in-the-mi
ddle-east/.
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Policy Recommendations

Given the dire conditions in Rukban and America’s unique position at al-Tanf, SETF
recommends that the U.S. government take the following actions:

1) Until the international community reaches a negotiated settlement to the Syrian
conflict, violent extremist organizations are permanently defeated, and the security
of Rukban’s civilians is guaranteed, the United States must continue to hold al-Tanf
garrison. Rukban’s location within the deconfliction zone surrounding al-Tanf, along
with the relentless efforts of the U.S.-supported MAT, is the only thing protecting the
camp from the Assad regime, its Russian and Iranian allies, and ISIS. A U.S. withdrawal
from the garrison would guarantee the forced conscription, detention, or extrajudicial
killing of most of the camp’s civilians. In addition to the human cost, the United States
would be putting its own security interests at risk. Leaving the area would fuel the ISIS
insurgency and enhance Iran’s ability to destabilize the region.

2) The United States must clearly and publicly recognize its failure to provide
sustained aid through the UN Damascus Office. Acknowledging the failure of the
UN process paves the way for the Department of Defense and the International
Coalition to deliver direct aid to Rukban’s most disadvantaged residents via the
al-Tanf garrison.

a) Through the al-Tanf Garrison, the United States must work to provide the camp
with regular deliveries of food and hygienic necessities.

b) The U.S. al-Tanf garrison must grant privately funded doctors and surgeons
access to the camp. Alternatively, the United States could provide a doctor from
the garrison for a weekly visit to address the camp’s most dire and pressing
medical cases.

c) Rukban needs schools adequate for the number of school-aged children living in
the camp, equipped with trained educational staff and supplies, including a school
building.

d) The United States and Iraq should explore the use of Al-Walid Road as a secure
avenue for delivering aid to the Rukban camp. In an interview conducted by
SETF, Brigadier General Talla assured that his troops had secured the road (within
the 55km zone) against any ISIS infiltration or threats, thus making it a safe and
viable option for the unencumbered transportation of aid free. While Jordan is85

highly unlikely to open its border, Al-Walid Road is a realistic option that could
be attained through diplomatic negotiations with Iraq.

3) If the United States is unable to alleviate the humanitarian crisis in Rukban, it must
ensure the safe evacuation of the camp’s residents to areas outside regime control.

85 Br. Gen. Mohanad Talla, Commander of Maghaweir Al-Thawra, interviewed in May 2021.
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This would enable Rukban’s residents to access necessary resources such as food, water
and basic medical services, while keeping them safe from forced conscription, detention,
or extrajudicial killings at the hands of the Assad regime.
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APPENDIX A: Additional Detailed Healthcare and Education Recommendations

1. In addition to providing basic necessities such as water, flour, rice, protein, and
vegetables, aid must “ensure proper nutrition for all age groups, but especially for the
pediatric population,” according to Seema Jilani, an American board-certified
pediatrician who adheres to the American Academy of Pediatrics guidelines. “This can be
hastened by increasing the supply of baby formula and increasing the caloric content of
food items sent… High calorie nutritional drinks such as Pediasure or Ensure (or their
equivalent) can be used for additional sustenance in appropriate age groups.” Other86

necessities that are greatly needed in the camp include sanitary napkins, tampons,
diapers, and baby wipes.

2. The United States could also improve the camp’s healthcare situation by in the following
ways:

a. Providing lactation/breastfeeding support
b. Educating parents on how to mix formula to prevent electrolyte imbalance and

seizures in pediatric patients
c. Developing posters and public health interventions to encourage hand washing
d. Educating families on signs and symptoms of asthma attacks and correct usage of

inhalers with spacers. Educate healthcare professionals and/or families on how to
make a spacer using a plastic water bottle

e. Training healthcare providers and families on detecting signs and symptoms of
respiratory distress and when to seek further medical attention

f. Training health care providers and/or families on detecting signs and symptoms of
dehydration, as well as treatment options.

g. Training new mothers on neonatal care, including identifying support networks
for new moms and resources for postpartum depression.”87

3. Additionally, the United States could help by providing:
a. Thermometers, blood pressure cuffs, syringes, baby bottles, and intravenous

hydration equipment.
b. An I-Stat machine for simple finger-stick labs, which would include complete

blood count (CBC), a basic chemistry panel, blood glucose, and if necessary,
lactate. These tools can help nurses assess patients.

c. Medication for lice and scabies, two common ailments in populations forced to
live in crowded conditions.

d. Medications in syrup and/or solution form so they is accessible to children and the
elderly.88

88 Ibid.
87 Ibid.

86 Seema Jilani, an American board-certified pediatrician who adheres to the American Academy of Pediatrics
guidelines, interviewed May 2021.
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4. To promote educational development, the United States should establish a
literacy-promotion workshop and a library of donated books. As Jilani noted, “[p]arents
can use books in various ways, and health care professionals can emphasize to parents
with low or no literacy skills that having conversations with their young children about
the images in books (interactive reading) also encourages language development.”89

89 Ibid.
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