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The Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR),founded 

in June 2011, is a non-governmental, independent 

group that is considered a primary source for the 

OHCHR on all death toll-related analyses in Syria.

In Recognition of the International Day to Protect 
Education from Attack

Three months ago, on May 29, 2020, the UN General Assembly passed by consensus a resolution 
proclaiming September 9 as the International Day to Protect Education from Attack. The day aims 
to draw attention to “the plight of more than 75 million 3-to-18-year-olds living in 35 crisis-affected 
countries” who are in “urgent need of educational support” and to express dismay “at the aggrava-
tion of attacks on educational institutions, their students and staff, in contravention of international 
humanitarian law.”   
Today, on this first International Day to Protect Education from Attack, the undersigned organiza-
tions that make up the Save Syrian Schools project join together to condemn the many past and 
ongoing attacks on schools in Syria and demand that all parties involved in the conflict immediately 
cease such attacks, start rebuilding and repairing Syria’s schools and education system throughout 
the country, and address the tremendous gaps in education caused by the conflict.
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http://savesyrianschools.org/index.php?lang=en
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Over the course of more than nine years of war in Syria, the Syrian regime has intentionally tar-
geted or engaged in widespread and systematic attacks on educational institutions, which have 
also been hit by other parties to the conflict. As documented in our September 2018 report, “We 
Didn’t Think It Would Hit Us:” Understanding the Impact of Attacks on Schools in Syria, they have 
deployed cluster bombs and incendiary weapons banned by much of the world and used others 
weapons, such as barrel bombs, that are considered indiscriminate by nature because of the mag-
nitude of suffering they are likely to inflict. As recently reported by the Syrian Network for Human 
Rights, Syrian forces have deployed at least 81,916 barrel bombs between July 2012 and March 
2020. Among these strikes were 140 school attacks, 73 of which occurred after the passing of 
Security Council Resolution 2139 (2014) which demands that combatants cease attacks against 
civilians and identifies barrel bombs as being indiscriminate by nature and prone “to cause super-
fluous injury or unnecessary suffering.”

The Syrian regime and other parties to the conflict have committed these atrocities despite the 
assured loss of life and without any regard as to what the destruction of civilian objects such as 
educational institutions will mean for the future. Although the total figure is not precisely known, we 
were able to document 1,292 schools that were attacked during the period 2011-2017, likely a very 
modest estimate. Since that time, the number has increased significantly. From January to the end 
of June 2019 alone, the UN verified 74 attacks on schools. As stated in the Save Syrian Schools 
report the attacks have resulted in “countless lives irrevocably changed as the result of attacks on 
schools and the loss, not only of loved ones, but of childhood, innocence, and opportunity. Worse, 
it is not just individual lives that have been changed. The widespread attacks on schools during the 
country’s brutal conflict have torn apart families, left behind shells of formerly vibrant communities, 
and altered the future of Syrian society.”

These attacks and the resultant deaths and injuries caused to children, teachers, and staff continue 
today despite repeated denunciations by the international community and civil society. In just the 
first two months of 2020, 22 schools were reported to have been attacked – including ten in one 
day in northwest Syria – killing at least 14 and injuring dozens. Most recently, attacks against two 
schools were documented in July.

Although the government of Syria is responsible for the vast majority of these attacks, other parties 
have also been complicit in or responsible for attacking schools, including nonstate armed groups 
and foreign actors such as the Russian Federation, the U.S.-led coalition, and the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. Each must be held accountable for these many violations of the law of armed conflict, inter-
national human rights law, and customary international law. 

https://www.ictj.org/publication/%E2%80%9Cwe-didn%E2%80%99t-think-it-would-hit-us%E2%80%9D-understanding-impact-attacks-schools-syria
https://www.ictj.org/publication/%E2%80%9Cwe-didn%E2%80%99t-think-it-would-hit-us%E2%80%9D-understanding-impact-attacks-schools-syria
https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/syria-crisis-fast-facts#:~:text=%E2%80%BAFrom%20January%20to%20end%20June,military%20use%20of%2024%20schools.&text=Two%20in%20five%20schools%20in,at%20risk%20of%20dropping%20out
http://sn4hr.org/wp-content/pdf/english/The_most_prominent_human_rights_violations_in_Syria_in_July_2020_en.pdf


3 Joint Statement in Recognition of the International Day to 
Protect Education from Attack

On this International Day to Protect Education from Attack, we call upon all parties to the conflict, 
the international community, and UN member states to take immediate action to stop the violence 
and to address the myriad harms and violations of human rights that have resulted from the sense-
less destruction of Syrian schools. Among other steps, we consider the following to be both urgent 
and imperative:
• All parties involved in the conflict must cease attacks on schools immediately, fully respect in-

ternational humanitarian law by sparing and protecting civilian populations from the hazards of 
armed conflict, and fully respect international human rights law, especially the Convention of the 
Rights of the Child and its Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict.

• All parties must discontinue the use of clusters munitions, barrel bombs, incendiary weapons, 
and other indiscriminate weapons of war; for those parties who have not yet signed and ratified 
the Convention on Cluster Munitions, they should do so immediately. 

• Access to safe and quality education is a nonnegotiable right for Syrian families and communi-
ties. Action must be taken immediately to safeguard schools as places of protection and safety 
for students and educators and to keep education at the top of the public agenda. In addition, 
to fill the tremendous gaps in education caused by the conflict, the Syrian government and 
countries hosting refugee families should consider steps to accelerate the learning that has 
been missed, recognize certain types of informal schooling or tests, and provide support and 
opportunities to prepare for and take qualifying exams that were missed during conflict.

• Loss of limbs has been a widespread consequence of violence and attacks. Long-term medical 
support, rehabilitation, and funds for prosthetic limbs—including replacements as needed until 
children have fully grown—must be provided to victims. 

• A peace process should include a rigorous reassessment and reform of the national curriculum 
that not only gives every student the same quality education but also teaches about history in 
an unbiased way that does not glorify one side or another but presents facts and sheds light on 
victims’ voices and narratives of justice, peace, and coexistence.

• Teachers who are still in Syria should be supported and protected. This includes ensuring safe 
access to salary payments, freedom from harassment and attack, and support to schools so 
they have adequate materials and safe environments in which to teach.

• Agreement should be reached among UN member states to create a distinctive emblem to 
protect schools from attack that is both recognizable and visible similar to the emblems used to 
protect hospitals, medical vehicles, and people providing medical services and relief in armed 
conflict or to protect religious sites and cultural heritage. 

• All state parties should immediately sign the Safe Schools Declaration endorsing implementa-
tion of the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed 
Conflict.



 www.snhr.org - info@sn4hr.org

Signatories: 
The Save Syrian Schools Working Group: 
• Badael
• Center for Civil Society and Democracy (CCSD)
• Dawlaty 
• Lawyers and Doctors for Human Rights (LDHR)
• Syrian Institute for Justice (SIJ)
• Syrian Network for Human Rights 
• Startpoint
• The Day After (TDA)
• The International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ)
• Violations Documentations Center (VDC)
• Women Now 


