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ABSTRACT 

The need for a peaceful resolution to the conflict in Syria has never been greater. Yet while 

the UN focuses on brokering a nationwide solution to the conflict, humanitarian organisations 

are struggling to meet needs on the ground. The lack of a physical presence of international 

aid agencies outside Damascus is highlighting the role of what is commonly referred to as 

‘the local response’, groups or organizations that do not fit within the traditional humanitarian 

sector, that are anecdotally having the best success in negotiating humanitarian access and 

associated ceasefires, leading the greatest provision of aid to vulnerable communities. Thus it 

is timely to investigate whether local, external or hybrid negotiations structures result in the 

most robust localised humanitarian outcomes.  Drawing on post-liberal theory this study 

argues that combining local and external conflict management processes into authentically 

hybrid negotiation structures leverages the strengths of both parties to best result in localised 

humanitarian outcomes. However a structured comparative case study investigation 

demonstrates that is in fact locally-managed and facilitated negotiations that result in the 

greatest humanitarian outcomes in Syria including the number of people provided with 

humanitarian aid as well as the implementation of associated ceasefire agreements. 
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1. INTRODUCTION   

The High Commissioner for Human Rights, Prince Zeid bin Ra’ad (2016) recently described 

the conflict in Syria as “the worst humanitarian crisis of modern times”. His comments reflect 

the growing desperation of the Syrian people and international community to find a peaceful 

resolution to the conflict that has now waged for at least half a decade. The UN (OCHA, 

2015a) reports that 13.5 million people in Syria need protection or humanitarian assistance, 

including 6 million children, and that over 250,000 people have been killed. The resulting 

displacement crisis is immense with over 6.6 million Syrians internally displaced and 4.8 

million located in neighbouring countries, destabilizing the region and flowing into Europe 

and beyond (OCHA, 2015a, 2016). Reports indicate that on average 50 families have been 

displaced every hour since the conflict begun (OCHA, 2015a). These figures highlight the 

scale of the Syrian war that has now entered neighbouring countries such as Libya and Iraq.  

The need for a peaceful resolution to the conflict has never been greater and the UN is 

focused on securing a national ceasefire agreement to facilitate peaceful transition, evidenced 

by the February 2016 Geneva III talks managed by Special Envoy to Syria Steffan Domingo 

de Mistura. Yet as parties undertook talks with varying degrees of commitment, humanitarian 

agencies struggled to meet needs on the ground. Most humanitarian agencies considered to be 

part of the ‘traditional humanitarian sector’, including the UN, the Red Cross/Red Crescent 

Movement and other key INGOs, have little or no presence inside Syria outside of Damascus, 

limiting their ability to reach the most vulnerable conflict-affected communities. This is 

demonstrated by UN reports indicating that in 2015 only 0.2 million of 1.6 million (12.5%) 

Syrians that required shelter received adequate assistance (OCHA, 2015a). 

Lack of access by international humanitarian actors has an especially grave impact on 

protection of civilians in Syria, including heightened difficulties collecting and verifying 

protection information. What information is available is neither centralized or analysed 

between actors working inside or outside of Syria, let alone cross-border (Svoboda, 2014; 

White, 2016). Following interviews with field staff, a report by Svoboda and Pantuliano 

(2015) indicates that there is no regular briefings on protection issues, there is limited 

protection monitoring, and an absence of a coherent protection strategy means a greater focus 

on material assistance such as food and medicinal supplies with insufficient attention to cross-

border protection operations. As a result, in 2015 only 1.5 million of the 12.2 million (12%) 

people who required protection received the necessary assistance (OCHA, 2015a).  

The lack of physical presence of international aid agencies outside Damascus is highlighting 

the role of what is commonly referred to by international agencies as ‘the local response’ – 
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groups or organizations that do not fit within the traditional humanitarian sector (Svoboda and 

Pantuliano, 2015). Reports predict that there are anywhere from 600 to 700 local groups 

currently filling the gap in humanitarian assistance by providing the full gamete of services 

including protection of civilians (SIDA, 2016; Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015). While these 

groups may have filled the gap left by the international community in Syria, it should be 

noted that this is by no means an easy feat – negotiating humanitarian access with armed 

actors can be as challenging for local organizations as it is for international counterparts, and 

insecurity poses just as much if not more of a danger (Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015). 

However questions are being raised within the traditional humanitarian sector as to the 

effectiveness, efficiency, neutrality, independence and impartiality of local organizations, the 

very normative and operational foundation upon which the sector operates, dividing 

international support and ensuring that local groups are more often seen as service providers 

rather than genuine counterparts by the international system (Mechoulan, 2015; White, 2015). 

Furthermore, cultural and linguistic differences are hampering mutual understanding and 

meaningful coordination (Svoboda and Pantuliano, 2015). Continuing fragmentation within 

the opposition and the appearance of Islamist groups is throwing the country into disarray, as 

well as triggering airstrikes by external states, further convoluting the sector’s understanding 

regarding who can be valued as a trusted partner in the context of humanitarian response 

(White, 2015). Nevertheless there is evidence that efforts by local groups may be having the 

greatest impact in respect to the provision of aid in specific Syrian localities (Svoboda, 2014). 

As a result, scholars, civil activists and diplomats alike are beginning to pay more attention to 

recent success of local ceasefires, labelled “Local Genevas” or “freeze zones” (Doucet, 2014; 

Frankel, 2016; Khalaf et al., 2014; Syria Justice & Accountability Centre, 2014; Traub, 

2014). Thus it has been articulated by some analysts that a ‘bottom-up’ approach to 

humanitarian response in Syria may be favourable (Houry, 2014; Mechoulan, 2015).  

The successes of indigenous groups achieving localized humanitarian access can be starkly 

compared to international processes focused on nationwide ceasefire agreements. For 

example, since March 2011 at least four draft resolutions have been vetoed by Russia and 

China. During 2014 alone the UNSC passed three Resolutions (2139, 2165 and 2191) on 

ending the use of indiscriminate weapons and increasing humanitarian access that have not 

been fully implemented. Additionally in December 2015 following the third meeting of the 

ISSG four additional Resolutions (2254, 2258, 2254 and 2258) were adopted endorsing a road 

map for peace, demanding parties comply with humanitarian law, protect populations and 

allow humanitarian access, with little avail (Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, 

2016). Besides UNSC resolutions, a number of negotiation processes have failed to broker a 
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lasting peace. Both UNSG Kofi Annan and Lakhdar Brahimi, seasoned UN diplomats, have 

resigned as UN-Arab League Joint Special Envoys for Syria after presiding over talks held 

between the Syrian Government and opposition forces, failing to develop common 

understandings between the parties as well as exacerbating proxy warfare and regional 

turbulence due to “poor timing, the exclusion of key Syrian representatives and an 

inappropriate format” (Hilal, 2015).  

Although a nationwide ceasefire must be formulated by high-level political actors in order to 

facilitate transition from conflict to lasting peace, it is unlikely that a national agreement will 

succeed without the engagement and commitment of local actors, especially given the current 

fragmentation and localization of conflict within the Syria context. Furthermore, agreements 

that enable humanitarian provision and associated ceasefires in specific localities within Syria 

may be critical to ripen the necessary environment, including building the confidence of the 

parties, in order to enter high-level negotiations that will result in nationwide political 

agreements, the total cessation of hostilities and transition to sustainable peace (Houry, 2014).  

Thus in light of growing rhetoric that local negotiation processes may have greater success in 

facilitating improved humanitarian outcomes in comparison to externally facilitated 

processes, as well as the likely implications of securing local humanitarian agreements on the 

wider political environment, it is necessary to examine which type of negotiation structure is 

most likely to be successful in respect to providing assistance that alleviates the suffering of 

Syrian people. Consequently this analysis seeks to investigate the following:  

Research Question: to what extent are local, external or hybrid negotiation 

structures likely to improve localized humanitarian situations in Syria? 

Undertaking an investigative study into the best methods for negotiating humanitarian access 

is critical at a time when variations in the success of negotiations in Syria are immense. 

Currently very few research organizations, primarily hired by the UN or large INGOs, have 

conducted limited investigations into the mechanisms in which humanitarian negotiations 

should be predicated. However reports have not been subject to academic scrutiny including 

robust qualitative or quantitative methods, and most can be argued to be partial to external 

interests. Furthermore while there has been a wider discussion on whether local, international 

or hybrid negotiation models best result in conflict management outcomes, especially in 

respect to liberal and post-liberal scholarship as well as proponent of indigenous conflict 

management, the literature has not been applied specifically to the Syrian context nor discrete 

aspects of humanitarian provision. Rather existing research on humanitarian access in Syria 

focuses operationalization between local and international actors including whether local 
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organizations adhere to humanitarian principles and are therefore reliable partners to work 

with, as well as the ways in which the international cooperation may exist under local 

conditions (Integrity Research and Consultancy, 2014; Mechoulan, 2015). Existing research 

reflects current inequalities within the humanitarian system between international and local 

mechanisms, whereby it is international actors evaluating the risk and trustworthiness of local 

actors, rather than investigating the best ways in which to cooperate with local actors. This 

position demonstrates the fundamentally Western ideology subsumed within the international 

humanitarian system and its varied ability to cooperate effectively with local organizations 

through genuine partnerships. Thus this study is necessary to address the gap in existing 

research by demonstrating whether a relationship exists between local, external or hybrid 

negotiation structures and humanitarian outcomes on the ground in the most complex and 

protracted conflict of our time. Furthermore, it contributes to the field of study by testing 

well-established liberal, indigenous and post-liberal theoretical frameworks on a new 

operational subject matter in a new complex context, namely humanitarian response in Syria.  

Drawing on the existing post-liberal scholarship this study theorizes that combining local and 

external conflict management processes into authentically hybrid negotiation structures 

leverages the strengths of both parties to result in the most robust localised humanitarian 

outcomes. Yet by undertaking a structured focused comparison of three most-similar cases 

selected on the independent variable, namely the type of negotiation structure, this study 

demonstrates that it is in fact locally-managed and facilitated negotiations that best result in 

humanitarian outcomes in Syria including the number of people provided with humanitarian 

aid and implementation of associated ceasefire agreements. It must also be briefly noted that 

this research is not focused on weighing up ethical or political implications of working with 

local negotiators. It is instead an evaluation of whether local, international or hybrid 

structures are best placed to facilitate and conduct negotiations for the purposes of securing 

safe and effective humanitarian access and delivering aid to the most vulnerable in Syria.  

Firstly this analysis will contextualise the problem and outline the theoretical frameworks that 

apply to local, external and hybrid negotiations including delineating the possible application 

of liberal, indigenous and post-liberal scholarship on this specific topic. It will then explain 

the design methodology, specifically aspects of case selection and address possible research 

restraints. Finally it will factually outline the three cases, undertake an analytical comparison, 

explain why the hypothesis was nullified including resulting theoretical implications, and 

discuss the possible methodological decisions that may have affected research outcomes. 

Concluding paragraphs will summarise the findings and make important policy 

recommendations based on the results of this study.  
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2. THEORY   

This section will firstly contextualize the Syrian conflict as well as outline why it is timely 

and important to study the research question. Specifically, it will explain the dimensions of 

the civil war that has evolved into a number of proxy wars resulting in an inter-state conflict; 

delineate the possible theoretical assumptions and consequences of the inter-state aspects of 

the conflict; and discuss the possible influence of external states to further complicate the 

conflict as well as ripen the conditions for peace negotiations. Following contextualisation 

and ‘setting the scene’ for this analysis, this section will delve into the specific theoretical 

frameworks that deal with external, local and hybrid negotiators, namely liberal, indigenous 

and post-liberal scholarship respectively. Based on the theoretical analysis, this section will 

conclude by hypothesising that hybrid negotiations leverage the strengths of local and 

external actors to best secure humanitarian access, provision and security arrangements.   

(A) THE GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT  

A growing number of analysts have noted that a political solution for Syria is currently highly 

unlikely due the current geopolitical interests in the conflict, many of which have formed into 

well articulated proxy wars (Black, 2016; Dempsy, 2016; Savellos, 2016; Taylor, 2016). By 

February 2016, threats were mounting regarding the deployment of Turkish and Saudi ground 

operations to Syria backed by US air support (Cartalucci, 2016). Statements regarding the 

reasons for military intervention by these states, and their supporters such as the UK, Canada, 

France, the Netherlands, Australia and New Zealand, are predicated on fighting Daesh and 

other extremist groups (Cartalucci, 2016; Skelton, 2015). Nevertheless a vast number of 

Syrians are affected by military interventions undertaken by the Assad Government, including 

sieges, forced starvation, barrel bombing in civilian areas as well as a number of other 

military tactics outside International Humanitarian Law and the Hague Convention use of 

force provisions (Ciezadlo, 2016; Gaggioli, 2013; Hague Convention, 1899, 1907; ICRC, 

2011). In September 2015, Russia officially entered the conflict by conducting airstrikes in 

Syria. Its support for the Assad Government was clear with President Putin stating: 

The collapse of Syria's official authorities will only mobilize terrorists. Right 

now, instead of undermining them, we must revive them, strengthening state 

institutions in the conflict zone (Putin, 2015) 

It is likely that Russia’s interventions demonstrate a combination of Putin’s reaction to his 

perception of the West failing to deal with Daesh and undermining authoritarian regimes 

resulting in the Arab Spring, as well as shoring up Russia’s influence as to whom will control 
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Syria in future while diverting international attention away from forces in Eastern Ukraine 

(Pazzanese, 2015; Stent, 2016). Russia’s interests in ensuring that the Assad Government 

does not topple is evidenced by its attacks against moderate rebel groups that oppose the 

Government as well as support to Iran, Hezbollah and Kurdish militia which currently control 

large areas of northern Syria including strategic villages near Nubul and al-Zahraa 

(Pazzanese, 2015; Perry et al., 2016). Likewise reports that regional leaders of Egypt, Israel, 

Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates visited Russia in the second half 

of 2015 to purchase arms indicates increased signalling and militarisation, in an effort to 

improve regional bargaining positions in line with escalation theory summarized by Carlson 

(1995). As a result of cumulative international interests and escalating proxy wars occurring 

in Syria and at its borders, it is becoming increasing unclear as to whether Syria should be 

labelled an interstate or intrastate conflict – see Annex 1. The tenebrous distinction between 

the type of conflict that Syria typifies is only heightened by recent claims that the deployment 

of Saudi Arabian, Bahraini and United Arab Emirates ground troops to support the US-

backed coalition to Syria will constitute World War III (Schindler, 2016; Spencer, 2016).  

However the distinction between interstate and intrastate wars are increasingly misleading 

and superfluous. Cunningham and Lemke (2013) outline the reasons for which this distinction 

has been made within the literature, drawing on historical theoretical arguments by realists 

and comparativists that were originally distinct, as well as the availability of data in early 

studies of peace and conflict. They suggest that the distinction is arbitrary, with considerably 

more commonalities than differences within conflict onset, duration and outcome between 

inter- and intrastate conflicts, especially in respect to bargaining positions, information 

asymmetries and commitment problems, therefore arguing for combined analyses.  

Gleditsch et al. (2008) also provides rationale as to how civil conflict can escalate into war 

between states including empirical evidence that civil conflict dramatically increases the 

likelihood of interstate conflict given that internal issues may become central to international 

disputes. Civil wars provide an opportunity for states to attack where there may not have been 

one otherwise, lowering costs and increasing potential benefits of military intervention. For 

example, interventions by Kurdish armed militia, who are leveraging their current strategic 

advantage within Syria for a number reasons including seeking autonomous status in respect 

to Turkey (Gupta, 2016). Additionally it enables leaders to foster diversionary behaviour, 

diverting attention from domestic matters, such as Russia’s recent annexation of Crimea. It 

may also assist neighbouring states to protect themselves from spillover effects, such as the 

originally stated intention for Turkey’s involvement in the Syria crisis.  
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Supporting Gleditsch et al.’s (2008) reasoning, Salehyan et al. (2011) summons the principle-

agent theory to suggest that externals support internal groups to avoid costs of direct military 

intervention, increase local legitimacy and seek improved tactical advantage due to local 

groups having better access to populations, territorial knowledge and intelligence. 

Conversely, rebel groups can improve their resource base through external support though 

risking their autonomy. Saudi and other Gulf States’ material support for Sunni rebels, for the 

reason of challenging the balance of power in Syria in 2013, is demonstrative of external state 

incentives to support civil actors without having to commit state military force due to 

perceived costs (Gardner, 2015; Mazzetti and Apuzzo, 2016; Schaller, 2015). Critically, it is 

recognised that where external actors have independent agendas when intervening in civil 

wars, then conflicts are substantially prolonged (Cunningham, 2010).   

In light the tenuous distinction between whether Syria constitutes a civil or interstate conflict, 

as well as mounting tensions as such as increased signalling between Turkey and Russia 

including Russian violations of Turkish airspace and Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 

Davutoglu’s claims that Moscow is undertaking ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Syria, it is not 

unreasonable to ask whether a national peace agreement is currently possible (Bronk, 2016; 

Yeginsu, 2016). Zartman’s key contribution to peace and conflict literature is his widely 

supported assertion that peace agreements are unlikely to be secured unless conflict is ripe for 

negotiation (1989, 2000, 2001, 2015; Zartman and Berman, 1982; Zartman and Soto, 2010). 

Drawing on cost-benefit analysis and game theory, Zartman defines ‘ripeness’ as the moment 

to which the parties of a conflict perceive a mutual hurting stalemate (Zartman, 2001). A 

mutually hurting stalemate occurs when the parties cannot escalate the conflict in order to 

secure victory and where the deadlock imposes too high a cost (Wallensteen, 2011; Zartman, 

2000). As such, conditions for ripeness include the parties belief that the costs, or perceived 

costs, are too great; that a negotiated resolution is possible; and that resolution cannot be 

sought unilaterally (Stimec et al., 2011).  

Important in respect to the Syrian context is the parties’ perception of a hurting stalemate. 

Even where catastrophic consequences exist in continued fighting, should the parties perceive 

that a military victory is possible or that opposition signalling regarding their ability to 

continue violence is falsified, then it is less likely that parties will enter negotiation processes. 

Zartman (2015) argues that in the case of Syria, while objectively the parties seem unable to 

secure victory and are currently enduring vast economic and human losses, neither side see an 

“irrevocably stalemated” situation. Furthermore, costs are deemed worthy given potential 

gains. He argues that it is up to externals to foster ripeness by heightening the perception of a 



 12 

stalemate but suggests that in fact that they are doing the opposite, referring especially to 

Russia’s involvement (Zartman, 2015).  

Assuming the parties do not currently perceive a hurting stalemate, ripeness does not exist nor 

is being fostered by external actors to a sufficient degree, then is Syria at a loss? Should the 

UN walk away from negotiation processes and wait until costs are deemed high enough to 

support parties’ efforts to engage in discussions? This author would suggest that the current 

humanitarian, terrorism and geopolitical implications are too great not to continue to seek a 

resolution to this crisis. Yet if a national peace agreement brokered by international or high-

level political actors is unlikely, then a new approach to seeking peace in Syria is vital. 

Negotiations that facilitate humanitarian assistance in specific localities within a conflict may 

also go some way to support ripeness. For example, Smith and Smock (2008) note that 

credible mediators may increase ripeness by making the parties aware of the real costs of 

continued violence as well as educating elites about the benefits and possible modalities for 

ending the conflict.  Humanitarian organisations may be able to provide the best evidence of 

the humanitarian costs for the parties if they sustain violence, both human and economic, 

using persuasion and pressure to increase conflict ripeness (Podszun, 2011). Furthermore, 

they may be able to improve ripeness by putting pressure on elites by promoting their 

personal accountability for actions sustained during the conflict (Smith and Smock, 2008). 

The ICRC for example engages conflict parties to remind them of their personal obligations 

and liability at International Humanitarian Law which can lead to reduction in violence, 

especially against civilians, and improves the space for civilian actors to advocate for 

peaceful negotiations between conflict parties (Perrin, 1998). While there is significant 

evidence that humanitarian aid may in some cases prolong conflict duration, it is also able to 

shorten conflict where it:  

x implements programming that actively identifies and fosters local conflict resolution 
and reconciliation measures;  

x brings together people on both sides to reinforce local understandings of 
inclusiveness, intergroup fairness and respect for others;  

x strengthens rather than undermines attitudes of acceptance, understanding and 
empathy between groups;  

x provides opportunities for affected populations and civil groups to be heard within 
negotiations and by the conflict parties;  

x supports local leaders responsible for civilian governance; and  
x provides incentives for individuals and communities to undertake inter-group or 

peace-reinforcing initiatives (Anderson, 1999; Ansari, 1999).  

Given the current geopolitical context and the possible implications that localised 

humanitarian access may have on ripening the broader political architecture, it is accordingly 
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pertinent to engage in a theoretical discussion as to whether local customary conflict 

management approaches offer superior outcomes in respect to improving humanitarian 

situations in conflict contexts in comparison to the internationally focused liberal peace model 

championed primarily by Western countries following World War II. In this respect the 

following section will explore whether negotiation structures involving external actors, local 

actors or a combination of both best relay humanitarian outcomes in specific areas of Syria.  

To be clear, the author acknowledges the distinct definitional differences between mediation 

and negotiation. Specifically, negotiations are understood to be a process of defining and 

reducing the differences between party positions in order to reach a resolution that is mutually 

acceptable (Zartman, 2008). Mediation however is a method of negotiation that involves the 

parties seeking or accepting assistance by an outside party for conflict resolution efforts 

(Wallensteen and Svensson, 2014). Thus references to negotiation within this analysis will 

include both formal negotiation and mediation processes, however where third parties are 

critical to discussions the author will clarify by utilising mediation terminology.    

(B) EXTERNAL HUMANITARIAN NEGOTIATIONS AND LIBERAL PEACE 

Liberal peace-building is the international objective of building sustainable market-based 

democracies based on the perception that they provide institutional restraints on leaders and a 

level of economic interdependence that makes conflict more difficult to instigate and sustain 

(Lidén, 2009; Newman et al., 2009). The essential international construction of liberal peace-

building is that outside intervention is required to foster sustainable self-government and 

establish local control (Lidén, 2009). In classical peace and conflict literature there tends to be 

two forms of liberal peace-building. The Wilsonian model is based on promoting procedural 

democracy and market economies to build stability in and between states enabling citizens to 

express and resolve their differences peacefully (Newman et al., 2009). Hegemonic liberalism 

agrees with this approach but also involves promotion of political and economic values that 

conform to ideologies of leading international actors in a top-down model (Newman et al., 

2009). Whether Wilsonian or hegemonic, the liberal approach tends to be considered the 

superior form of peace-making in the eyes of its proponents, co-opting actors such as the 

African Union that may have championed an alternative approach (Ginty, 2008).   

Importantly, it typifies the problem-solving model of the UN that seeks to stabilise conflict 

through peace agreements, Security Council resolutions, peacekeeping operations and the 

restructure of post-conflict countries through liberal political, social and economic institution 

building (Darby and Ginty, 2008). In the context of humanitarian response, the UN Charter 
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outlines that external intervention and therefore the loss of sovereignty is permitted where a 

state fails to protect the rights of its citizens, a definition which has been increasingly linked 

to humanitarian need (Bajoria and McMahon, 2013; Charter of the United Nations, Chapter 

VIII, 1945; Davidson, 2012). In particular the Responsibility to Protect report released in 

December 2001 promulgates an shift away from national sovereignty in favour of collective 

international security, highlighting evolving conceptualisation of interventionist norms 

primarily conceived in the West that starkly contrasts to the original limited intention of the 

UN Charter (Chandler, 2004; Evans and Sahnoun, 2001; UN General Assembly, 2009). As 

such, humanitarian aims to protect human rights and support development in order to create 

legitimate, effective and stable states can be argued to exemplify liberalist goals of states and 

multilateral agencies. Davidson (2012) for example explores the case of Rwandan refugee 

camps established by humanitarian aid, yet orchestrated and politicised by external powers to 

further foreign policy objectives, to demonstrate the practical application of the liberalised 

humanitarian model.    

Significantly, the liberal approach posits that external actors are best placed to engage with 

local elites by providing incentives and sanctions to enable humanitarian access and the 

delivery of aid. In this respect, ‘external actors’ are defined as outside intervening parties 

including international organisations such as the UN, state actors, and those groups that are 

fundamentally supported by these organisations or actors. Drawing on Fortna (2004), Regan 

et al. (2009) argues that external actors are better able to restructure relationships between 

conflicting parties where a security dilemma exists by managing information asymmetries 

such as providing trusted information on the other’s preferences and capabilities. They are 

also able to change incentives for fighting including the military and economic basis of 

conflict, as well as preventing, managing or minimizing accidental or small-scale escalations. 

This analysis can be also applied to humanitarian negotiations. International actors such as the 

UN and trusted INGOs such as the ICRC are able to manage information asymmetries and 

provide confidence to conflict parties that humanitarian ceasefires, access and aid provision 

will not be used to foster military tactical advantage by the other side. They are also able to 

provide incentives and sanctions to support humanitarians, as well as provide direct 

monitoring of humanitarian agreements.  

In respect to the structural elements that enable humanitarian aid to be successfully delivered, 

negotiated ceasefire agreements and parallel security arrangements are critical. Security 

provisions for humanitarian access are acknowledged and codified in UNGA Resolution 

A/46/182 (1991) Clause 7 and 8 that indicate that affected and surrounding states must 

provide arrangements for humanitarian access and transit routes. At a minimum, ceasefire 
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agreements can be seen as conflict management tools that separate armed groups and suspend 

violence for a specific time period, providing humanitarian corridors and enabling 

humanitarian actors to reach needy groups. This is especially pertinent in Syria where siege 

tactics have been used as bargaining tools and strategic military tactics by Government forces, 

rebel groups and Islamist opposition since 2011 with devastating impact on civilian 

populations including clear breaches to International Humanitarian Law (Slemrod, 2016; 

Watts, 2014). Many cities, neighbours and communities have been without food, water or 

medical supplies for more than two years (The Syria Institute & PAX, 2016). Without 

humanitarian corridors negotiated through ceasefire agreements it is near impossible for 

humanitarian organisations to reach affected populations, evidenced by regular reporting of 

the UN and ICRC that provide daily updates on the likelihood of accessing affected 

populations based on the intensity of fighting (Gunness, 2016; ICRC, 2016; OCHA, 2016). In 

January 2016, for example, the UN stated that only ten percent of its requests to delivery aid 

to besieged areas had been successful in 2015 due to security risks (Slemrod, 2016). 

Ceasefires may also contribute to broader conflict resolution by raising costs for future 

attacks through mechanisms such as buffer zones, disarmament and troop withdrawal as well 

constituting de-escalation signalling by the parties (PILPG, 2013). For the purposes of this 

study, a ‘ceasefire’ will be defined as a temporary pause to military operations in a defined 

area and time period to serve humanitarian purposes (Fleck, 2013; WHO, 2016).  

Given that ceasefire agreements allocate rights and responsibilities to armed actors, often 

unequally due to military advantage or unequal bargaining power, ceasefire agreements 

frequently contain asymmetrical obligations. As a result, many commentators argue that 

international third parties are best placed to negotiate ceasefire arrangements as their presence 

increases the costs of undermining the ceasefire. For example Haysom and Hottinger (2004) 

notes that buy-in from external parties, especially regional actors, significantly increases 

sustainability of security agreements put in place for the sake of humanitarian provision. 

Especially in the case of conflict between a state and non-state actor, external third parties can 

offer greater incentives and sanctions for compliance (PILPG, 2013). Importantly, it is argued 

that third parties can also provide viable monitoring and oversight of implementation in 

environments of hostility and mistrust (Haysom and Hottinger, 2004; PILPG, 2013).  

However given that the liberal peace approach is predicated on cooperation by elites, it has 

been widely criticised for employing ‘top-down’ ethnocentric processes, whereby power 

brokers and state institutions negotiate peace outcomes with little space for local ownership, 

community-driven peace initiatives or traditional institutions and forms of authority (Newman 

et al., 2009; Roberts, 2011; Tuso, 2011).  Significantly liberal peace is often operationalized 
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so that it depreciates alternative approaches of peace-building, exacerbating the dichotomy 

between global liberal objectives and local conditions for their achievement (Ginty, 2008; 

Lidén, 2009; Roberts, 2011). Critics point to conflicts like Bosnia and Bougainville to 

highlight that top-down technocratic models exemplified by the liberal approach that fail to 

foster trust, reconciliation and inter-group perceptions that enable sustainable peace (Darby 

and Ginty, 2008).   

Observations regarding limitations of the UN supported liberal peace-building approach may 

be applied to current situation in Syria where international actors, the UN and interested states 

are primarily focused on negotiating a national peace agreement between the most powerful 

armed actors through international mediation processes. Where international actors are 

engaged in localised humanitarian processes, they often work outside of or at least not in 

authentic collation with local actors (Mechoulan, 2015; White, 2016). As such, there is little 

room for building the capacity or operationally supporting local humanitarian and political 

negotiators in specific areas of Syria. Where local negotiations are occurring, they are more 

often being held discretely between armed groups, without support and sometimes even the 

knowledge of the UN and prominent international actors (Mechoulan, 2015; White, 2016).  

Furthermore, the space for externals engaging local actors is limited by international norms, 

for example the operational principles upon which the traditional humanitarian community 

operates such as impartiality and neutrality, as well as counter terrorism legislation. This may 

be a lost opportunity as international incentives, pressure, and capacity building for 

negotiators may positively impact outcomes of local negotiations that support relief to 

Syrians. Given the widely supported literature on effectiveness of biased mediators (Kydd, 

2003; Svensson, 2015), not engaging local mediators with links to armed groups may be a 

limit prospects for negotiated humanitarian access. Furthermore, by focusing on the largest 

armed actors in the conflict, external actors risk alienating and isolating factional groups from 

peace initiatives, decreasing the likelihood that humanitarian agreements will be 

implemented, respected and sustained.  

(C) REACHING PEOPLE THROUGH LOCAL NEGOTIATIONS 

Traditional, local or indigenous peace-building may go some way to rectify the problems 

associated with the liberal approach. Darby and Ginty’s (2008) defines ‘traditional’ 

peacemaking as a practice with considerable duration and ‘indigenous’ as activities that are 

locally inspired. For the purposes of this analysis, ‘local’ will be deemed to include practices, 

customs and norms that have substantial duration within a specific locality; are locally 

constructed; and/or facilitated by actors with origins within the situational context.  
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The primary reason for the upsurge of interest by the international community in local models 

of peace-building is based on increasing evidence of maximised success and sustainability of 

peace initiatives by using existing resources, coping mechanisms and local understandings of 

conflict management (Darby and Ginty, 2008). Essentially, by leveraging practices within 

local communities, peace initiatives are more likely to locally founded and supported, become 

successful and then self-sustaining, compared to those instigated through top-down models or 

based on ‘universal’ norms. In the context of civil war, local conflict management processes 

can be argued to be more effective due to their being embedded into cultural memory and 

practices of the society in comparison to “the largely ineffective Western models currently 

being advocated and employed when intra-state conflicts ignite” (Adebayo et al., 2014).  

For example in regards to al-Shabaab in Somalia following violent escalations in 2008, it was 

senior Somali staff of humanitarian organisations that were able to negotiate humanitarian 

access and also the conditions for the provision of humanitarian aid. This was an important 

prerequisite as local staff were already familiar with remote humanitarian management as 

well as customary negotiation mechanisms (Belliveau, 2015). Furthermore, al-Shabaab was 

accustomed to discounting international efforts to negotiate humanitarian operations in 

Somalia due to bias underlying international funding, programming and policy support, 

instead demanding to only speak with Somali staff (Belliveau, 2015). Similarly in Kandahar 

and other areas of southern Afghanistan from 2003 to 2009 it is understood that, while direct 

local negotiations appeared to be very difficult, they were more often successful in securing 

humanitarian outcomes including lowering the risk of death or abduction in the region due to 

local NGOs maintaining a high degree of trust with armed opposition thus being routinely 

provided instructions on new command-and-control structures (Carter, 2014).  Thus although 

external actors may be more successful in securing security arrangements that support 

ceasefires, evidence suggests that local actors may be better able to access conflict parties, 

identify and reach populations in need, distribute humanitarian provisions and therefore have 

the greatest humanitarian impact on the ground.  

There are a number of explanation as to why locals may be better able to negotiate 

humanitarian access, only some of the most significant of which will be explored - the first 

being trust. Trust is an essential element required for parties to enter into peace negotiations. 

According to Kelman (2005) parties may be afraid to be truthful or cooperative in their 

interactions with the opposition given that it may put them at a tactical disadvantage. 

Miscommunication and information failures are also likely to be greater where propensity for 

mistrust is high (Arthur, 2010). Thus Kelman (2005, 2010) argues that without a degree of 

mutual trust negotiations are not possible. He asserts that a third party, that is in themselves 
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trustworthy to the parties, is necessary to “serve as the repository of trust” to bridge gap 

between the parties (Kelman, 2005). Yet Kelman focuses on the individual negotiation skills 

and tools that third parties employ to develop trust, such as their ability to develop mutual 

assurances and maintain confidentiality, rather than what innate attributes ensure that a third 

party is acceptable in the first place. This author would argue that in fact, in the context of 

Syria, it is local leaders and organisations that are more likely to enter the negotiations with 

an existing levels of trust, and are therefore able to foster mutual assurances and maintain 

confidentiality more successfully compared to external actors since they often have greater 

legitimacy, are able to utilise culturally appropriate tactics, and understand linguistic nuances 

of specific groups. They also appreciate existing cultural systems and practices, are embedded 

in the community and are therefore better able to ensure local involvement during negotiation 

and implementation, increasing sustainability (Ginty, 2008). Local involvement can also help 

to pressure leaders of armed groups to enter into negotiations. For example, where Syrian 

communities have been under siege by armed forces, they have been able to apply mounting 

internal pressure on the occupying force to enter negotiations (al-Abd, 2015; Dagher, 2014). 

The significance of a negotiator’s historical, religious and cultural roots within the location 

that they are negotiating cannot be underemphasised. As posited by Moore (2003) cultural 

and religious norms can fundamentally dictate how the parties qualify a dispute; who should 

be involved in resolving it; how the parties should behave; appropriate procedures and 

customs for settlement; and the criteria for what is an acceptable outcome. A negotiator who 

is versed in these elements due to their comprehension as well as personal associations with 

local customs and norms is able to better identify and nuance the way that negotiations 

proceed. Reflecting on Islamic mediation processes, Moore (2003) notably identifies that 

although mediation procedures vary throughout the Middle East and North Africa, a common 

factor within this region are community conflict management meetings that are lead, 

facilitated and adjudicated by respected individuals, often elders or religious leaders, who are 

already trusted by the community and are well regarded for their fairness and wisdom.  

Another issue that has been raised by UN employees is that externals often do not have a well 

articulated understanding of the specific factions and divisions of armed groups, outside of 

the larger conflict parties (White, 2015, 2016). Even within Daesh and the FSA, there are 

factional and separatist groups which been estimated within the thousands (Gilsinan, 2015). 

As such, external negotiation tactics, especially in respect to concession and costs, are 

primarily overarching and may not address the specific grievances and needs of local armed 

groups. Leaders that are embedded within affected communities may have better 

comprehension of local issues and the drivers of armed factions in those areas and therefore 
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have a greater ability able to tackle issues. They may also have improved access to and 

understanding of hierarchies within armed groups, enabling them to more effectively engage, 

target and tailor bargaining tools for key conflict party leaders within negotiation processes.  

(D) A NEW FRAMEWORK: HYBRID NEGOTIATIONS   

If local negotiation processes are found to better support humanitarian outcomes for Syrian 

people, but externally facilitated negotiations provide more robust ceasefire and security 

arrangements that support humanitarian access, then in the context of Syria we are posed with 

an interesting dichotomy. This dichotomy may be explained through a hybrid model of 

negotiations in providing the best mechanism for securing humanitarian outcomes for 

conflict- affected communities in Syria. 

Recently the literature has posited that ‘post-liberal’ or ‘liberal-local’ structures of peace-

building, that constitute a hybrid model using overlapping and complementary sociopolitical 

institutions, may be most effective in dealing with conflict and building sustainable peace 

(Wallis, 2012). This model of peace and conflict has been developed through critical and 

post-structural theory, postcolonial scholarship and practice, and interdisciplinary studies 

whereby scholars from the Global South have played an especially important role (Ginty and 

Richmond, 2013). It argues that the majority of attempts to build peace are conceived and 

articulated within Western frames and rationales, with few elites purporting to represent local 

constituencies. Ginty and Richmond (2013) argue that UN policies such as the Agenda for 

Peace (1992) and Responsibility to Protect (2001) as well as cases Cyprus (1974 and 2004), 

Palestine (1992), Bosnia (1995), Kosovo (1998) and Afghanistan (2001) are such examples.  

Alternatively, the liberal-local model postulates that peace cannot be formed where 

insufficient attention has been provided to local constructs of legitimacy, identity and 

institutions as well as addressing conflict at the community and individual level. Thus the 

model is predicated on local actors being regionally or internationally connected and 

supported so that they may work through and leverage international systems such as the UN, 

INGOs, donors, social movements, and media to facilitate local agency and conflict 

management (Ginty and Richmond, 2013; Newman et al., 2009; Richmond, 2010). As such, 

international political, social, and economic institutions seek to represent and respect local 

communities while still enabling them tactical flexibility and local agency.  

This approach is synonymous with Lederach’s (1997; Maiese, 2003) classic ‘multi-level’ 

theory that peace-building must be founded upon elite support for grassroots movements, 

through important connectors of mid-level leaders such as NGOs, clarified by Image 1. 
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Theoretically this approach supports participatory decision-making, local ownership, is self-

sustaining and adaptable to evolving contexts, increasing resilience and legitimacy 

(Richmond, 2009; Thiessen, 2011). Importantly, Richmond (2009, 2010) notes that in order 

to be effective the liberal-local model must endeavour not to establish binary positions 

whereby the local is pinned against the state or international organisations. Instead 

gatekeepers must be identified so that peace-building agenda may be negotiated, modified 

and accepted so that it reflects a truly hybrid model. This requires developing common modus 

operandi as well as local leaders pushing back against the long-standing and entrenched 

liberal model where it seeks to co-opt local processes.  

 

It must be acknowledged however that the post-liberal hybrid model, as well as indigenous 

conflict management, have come under some scrutiny within the scholarly literature. 

Nadarajah and Rampton (2015) for example has highlighted that privileging local culture, 

especially where international understandings of local constructs are misinformed or jejune, 

can lead to ignorance of local constructions of difference, hierarchy, privilege, such as gender 

and class, that lead to further exclusion and violence within particular aspects of communities 

with social asymmetries. Additionally, they argue the idea that locally legitimate peace 

initiatives pursued through a mutually supporting interface of local and international is in fact 

not a distinct approach but is ruminant of the colonial imperialism whereby Western 

institutions were thought to be based on indigenous customs and authorities, as well as 

Image 1. Application of Lederach’s (1997) theory to humanitarian emergency response  
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sharing some of the key assumptions, values and methodologies as the liberal peace-building 

model (Nadarajah and Rampton, 2015).  

Furthermore, although hybridity can enable local participation often locals are not the driving 

force (Richmond, 2013). As an example in respect to humanitarian negotiations, Attina 

(2012) highlights that even where a hybrid model is purported to be in place, relationships 

between the international humanitarian community and locals are frequently top down under 

the guise of impartiality and neutrality. As such, the role of local organisations and 

communities are relegated to implementers rather than genuine partners. For example, most 

often it is local organisations that are first responders in a crises, yet when the international 

system arrives frequently local work is displaced, undervalued and disenfranchised on the 

basis that the traditional system cannot trust, verify or understand work already being 

conducted (Zyck and Krebs, 2015). Furthermore, at a practical level, peace is often developed 

by local elites identified by international actors who can have predatory objectives or are 

concerned with international support for personal gains rather than local conceptions of 

peace, justice and transition (Richmond, 2013).  

However what is critical in respect to humanitarian negotiations is that an appropriate balance 

is developed between international and local actors. True hybridity must focus on authentic 

collaboration, rather than co-option that hijacks humanitarian negotiations and coordination 

for organisational and foreign policy purposes (Ginty, 2008; Newman et al., 2009; Thiessen, 

2011). As such true hybridity requires a methodological shift from international organisations 

to renegotiate ideas of peace with respected and representative local actors rather than being 

driven by donors or UN ideologies (Aggestam and Björkdahl, 2012). In the context of Syrian 

negotiations, what is essential is that local negotiators or negotiating teams have agency 

within the context of negotiations while having the financial support, capacity building and 

leverage provided by internationals. It is also key that local negotiators have support of and 

are legitimate in the eyes of the local community for which they seek to represent, rather than 

being seen to be partial to foreign or personal endeavours (Thiessen, 2011). 

The hybrid approach has been called upon by many states, primarily in the Global South, 

during 2015-16 World Humanitarian Summit managed by OCHA (IFRC, 2015). Proponents 

of hybrid humanitarian action argue that local actors are often part of the affected population, 

providing built-in opportunities for local participation and contextually-relevant assistance, 

while international actors have the ability to respond on a very large scale and can provide the 

financial stability and donor influence that can support locals respond to complex conflicts 

(IFRC, 2015). Furthermore, local actors may avoid some of the acceptance and consent-

related challenges attached to international aid agencies that are subject to political or security 
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agendas as a result of where funding originates (IFRC, 2015). Nevertheless, some 

international organisations such as the ICRC and MSF may have advantages in some contexts 

where they are seen to be detached from political, ethnic, religious or military associations. 

Thus deploying local and external staff through such agencies can demonstrate an 

international approach helping to mitigate accusations of Western bias and supporting 

apolitical aid (IFRC, 2015). Additionally international actors may better monitor locally 

negotiated agreements and subsequently implement incentives and sanctions for adherence by 

conflict parties to those agreements. As a result, the hypothesis for this study is as follows: 

H1:  hybrid negotiation structures are most likely to secure humanitarian 

outcomes for conflict-affected communities in Syria  
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN     

The following section outlines how the investigative study will be undertaken using a 

qualitative case study method. It will firstly explore the strengths and weaknesses of the 

selected design methodology, explain the selection of cases, and then go on to describe in 

detail how this study will operationalize the hypothesis including the independent and 

dependent variables. Finally this research design section will explain limitations of secondary 

sources used in the analysis and will explicate how the author will address those limitations 

within the methodology to ensure that the study is valid, reliable, and generalizable.  

(A) AN EXPLORATIVE CASE STUDY  

Given the limited amount of information that currently exists regarding the mechanisms and 

tools employed during humanitarian negotiations held in Syria since the beginning of the 

conflict in 2011, it is difficult if not impossible to collect data for empirical analysis on the 

specific tactics used during negotiations. However, as an initial step, it is possible to 

determine whether local, hybrid or externally facilitated negotiations are resulting in 

humanitarian outcomes within this context. It is important to firstly study whether a 

relationship exists in this respect, so that future research may investigate further as to why. 

Consequently, this analysis will be framed as an explorative study. This model is appropriate 

given the issue has not been clearly defined or previously researched, hence the analysis will 

identify key issues, variables and methods for research, as well as test the feasibility of future 

study in this area (Jupp, 2006; McNabb, 2015; Mouton and Marais, 1988; Reiter, 2013). 

While specific causal mechanisms will not empirically tested, demonstrating which model of 

negotiation has the greatest impact on humanitarian situations does have critical policy 

implications for key actors, especially the UN, who may have to readjust focus to provide 

greater support to local or hybrid negotiators for the sake of reaching the most conflict-

affected in Syria. While the author recognises concerns that explorative studies may 

demonstrate preconceived ideas and hypotheses that determine the outcome of such research, 

she has ensured that methodological decisions are conducted rigorously, including providing 

honest and transparent description of data collection, and is based on the epistemology and 

theory of a wide range of scholars (Mouton and Marais, 1988; Reiter, 2013). 

Gerring (2006) described a case study as a spatially defined phenomenon observed at a single 

point in time or over a period of time comprising of the type of phenomenon that the study is 

seeking to explain.  In this respect, this study will undertake a synchronic case study design 

(Willis, 2014). The unit of analysis this research seeks to explain are negotiations that lead to 
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humanitarian outcomes, thus the unit of observation will be three individual negotiation 

processes in Syria. Although this study is focused on the conflict in Syria, and it is extremely 

difficult to generalise from this complex environment, this study will still contribute to the 

broader literature on the most effective structure of humanitarian negotiations.  

A ‘most similar’ x-centred design will be implemented in order to “maximise experimental 

variation, minimise error variance, and control extraneous variance” (Burnham et al., 2008). 

Thus the chosen cases are similar in as many respects as possible except for the independent 

variable, without knowledge of the outcomes of negotiations, in order to avoid biases in case 

selection, as well as extraneous variance that may explain negotiation results (Seawright and 

Gerring, 2008). In all cases negotiations are held on behalf of urban areas with similar 

population numbers that constitute high strategic and military interest, ensuring that they are 

important sites for the sake of the conflict rather than having variation in terms of possible 

conflict dynamics. Comparatively areas of lesser strategic importance, levels of violence and 

military engagement may result in confounding variation in the outcome of humanitarian 

negotiations. It is also important that cases demonstrate similar civilian population numbers at 

the time of negotiations otherwise results may be spurious, especially in respect to the number 

of people provided with humanitarian aid. For example, although the besieged district of 

Homs al-Waar met other required conditions for the study, the existing population amounted 

to approximately 400,000 at the time of negotiations (Turkmani et al., 2014). Thus should aid 

agencies have been able to provide assistance for 15,000 people following negotiations, this 

would have amounted to a low 3.75% of people reached in al-Waar in comparison to the case 

of Barzeh, who with 20,000 people would amount to 75% of the population reached for the 

same amount of supplies provided, unsatisfactorily skewing the results.  

Additionally, the cases are spatially and temporally aligned, occurring within Syria within a 

period of two years between early 2014 to late 2015, in order to mitigate error variation in the 

conflict and military tactics over the course of the conflict. Furthermore, communities 

represented in negotiations have suffered under siege tactics and experienced a high degree of 

deprivation including lack of electricity, water, food, medical supplies, and fuel. Therefore 

during the period of which negotiations are taking place, residents have a high risk of death 

from malnutrition, injury, hypothermia and preventable diseases, amplifying humanitarian 

need to a high degree due to siege tactics. Siege tactics are a critical factor to hold constant, as 

some commentators have argued that it is due to these tactics alone that armed groups have 

been forced to enter and adhere to negotiated ceasefire agreements for the sake of 

humanitarian access. However many strategic locations within Syria have been besieged but 

resulted in vastly different negotiation procedures and outcomes. Therefore in order to reduce 
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possible confounding effects on the process and outcome of humanitarian negotiations, all 

three cases selected have been subject to siege tactics by at least one armed party for a 

significant period of more than one year. For the purposes of this study, a besieged area will 

be defined in line with OCHA’s 2015 Humanitarian Needs Overview (2014a) as an  

area surrounded by armed actors with the sustained effect that humanitarian 

assistance cannot regularly enter, and civilians, the sick, and the wounded cannot 

regularly exit the area.  

Most importantly, while the author has examined more than twenty negotiations within Syria 

during the current conflict as demonstrated in part by Annex 2, three homogeneous cases were 

chosen that are representative of the population and generalizable to other negotiations 

processes in Syria (Gerring, 2006). The selected cases are representative since they are 

selected from Syria within a period of two years that constitute the height of the crisis. The 

cases focus on key conflict parties that are represented widely across the country rather than 

minor factions that may hold vastly different views, goals and conflict tactics. All cases 

include civilian populations that characterise the cross section of society in Syria, including 

cultural, religious and ethnic factions. Although the Yarmouk case is primarily concerned 

with negotiations in what is still considered a Palestinian Refugee camp, since the camp was 

established it has grown into a prominent district of Damascus and also includes a large 

number of other Syrians. Finally, the author acknowledges that the selected cases may be less 

representative of remote or rural areas, however it is necessary to keep the urban environment 

constant to ensure unit homogeneity. This is also of lesser concern than ensuring proximity in 

time and space, and that conflict parties and civilian populations were representative.  

Table 1. Elements to case study selection  

Independent variable (x): 
Structure of negotiations External Local Hybrid 

Location  Zabadani-Idlib Barzeh 
(North East Damascus) 

Yarmouk  
(South East Damascus) 

Date September 2015 January 2014 February 2014 
Siege Tactics Applied? (Yes/No) Y Y Y 
Approx. population 30,000 10,000 20,000 
Deprivation & Humanitarian 
Need? (High/Low) H H H 

Urban Environment (Yes/No) Y Y Y 
Strategic and military interest 
(High/Low) H H H 

Number of casualties 
(High/Low) – see Annex 3. H  H H 

Representative of other cases in 
Syria? (Yes/No) Y Y Y 
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The strength of using a case study is the likelihood of achieving a high level of construct 

validity, the ability to investigate closely the indicators that best represent the theoretical 

framework through contextualised comparison via in-depth consideration of the variables of 

interest (Bennett, 2004). This is a robust strength in comparison to statistical methodologies 

that risk ‘conceptual stretching’ by including many disparate cases for a higher sample size 

(Gerring, 2006; Höglund and Öberg, 2011).  Essentially this study is likely to have high 

internal validity in exchange for lower external validity (Gerring, 2006; Willis, 2014). 

Likewise, the study will provide a deep investigation rather than providing a broad analysis 

(Gerring, 2006). However this approach is appropriate given the exploratory nature of the 

study that seeks to identify the existence rather than nature of the relationship, in order to 

generate hypothesis and the conditions in which the relationship may exist.  

In respect to reliability, the author has ensured that indicators explained below are simple to 

capture from reliable sources. For example, the number people provided with humanitarian 

aid as well as the time which ceasefire agreements are upheld will be obtained from a number 

of reliable resources including UN reports, external state reporting such as USAID, trusted 

INGOs such as ICRC. Thus in line with Höglund and Öberg’s (2011) reliability criteria, the 

risk of random error is effectively deceased. Where indicators are more complex to collate, 

such explaining the structure of negotiations and relationship between negotiators, increased 

evidence will be required to triangulate and verify sources.  

The most problematic aspect to the study is the potential for case selection bias that can occur 

during the selection process and results in inferences suffering from systematic error (Collier 

and Mahoney, 1996). The bias occurs when the researcher selects cases based on or with 

knowledge of the dependant variable from the possible assortment of cases (Bennett, 2004). 

The author has made stringent efforts to avoid bias in case selection by developing 

theoretically well-defined conditions in regards to the type and specification of cases that are 

required to answer the research question before selecting cases based on ethical and practical 

decisions such as what data is available on specific negotiation procedures in Syria (Höglund 

and Öberg, 2011; Willis, 2014). Furthermore, the author has avoided selection biases by 

selecting cases that fit within the conditions prior to being aware of the outcome variable.  

(B) OPERATIONALISATION  

By using a comparative method this analysis seeks to observe and describe to what extent 

hybrid negotiation structures (x), in comparison to local and external negotiations, are likely 

to result in humanitarian outcomes in specific localities in the current Syria conflict (y), as 

demonstrated by Image 2 below.   
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Image 2. Independent and dependant variables 

(x)  
Hybrid negotiation 

structures 
 

(y) 
Humanitarian outcomes 

for conflict-affected 
communities in Syria 

 

The study will use congruence testing to examine the observable implications of the 

hypothesised causal variable on the observable outcome of the humanitarian situation in Syria 

(Bennett, 2004). This method of comparison will enable the author to identify whether a 

relationship exists between the hypothesised cause and effect, including isolating potential 

intervening variables to ensure uninterrupted evidence between the variables of interest. The 

author is aware the congruence testing is not infallible and can be viewed as less conclusive in 

comparison to other methods of study for the fact that it will not discover the precise causal 

chain in which the primary variables are linked (Bennett, 2004). In addition, congruence 

testing that focused on a small number of observations within the single case study can be less 

generalizable and provide only partial correlation in comparison to a large number of cases 

(Bennett, 2004). Nevertheless, as explained above, given this is an explanatory study 

investigating whether a relationship firstly exists - the method of examination is most 

appropriate to test the hypothesis under the above mentioned conditions. Furthermore, 

congruence testing will enable to author to include or exclude necessary conditions for the 

relationship between the causal and consequential variable.  

In respect to translating key theoretical concepts into operational definitions, locally 

constructed negotiations will be deemed to be those where negotiators have support from the 

community that they seek to represent, utilise local negotiation tactics and have total agency 

within negotiations. If external parties have influence in negotiations then they will not be 

deemed as local. External negotiations will be construed as those that are fundamentally 

represented, supported or partial to international organisations or outside states. Hybrid 

negotiations will be deemed to be those that include both local and external support framed 

by authentic collaboration, whereby negotiation tactics and structures are genuinely 

negotiated and supported by both local and international actors.  In respect to hybrid 

negotiations, local actors must have support from the community which they seek to 

represent, and although will have external backing, will also be deemed to have authentic 

agency that is not partial to or overridden by external interests.  

A ‘humanitarian outcome’ is framed by the humanitarian system’s understanding of impact, 

specifically the input-output management model focused on results. Thus it is defined as 

activities designed to save lives, alleviate suffering, as well as maintain and protect human 
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dignity during and in the aftermath of crises that demonstrate tangible achievements as a 

result of intervention (Global Humanitarian Assistance Devinit, 2016; Hofmann et al., 2004). 

Besides the degree to which aid is delivered to communities in need, humanitarian outcomes 

will also therefore incorporate the structural requirements to support the provision of aid 

including the ceasefire period and agreement terms put in place to enable humanitarian 

access. As a result, the dependant variable, the degree to which humanitarian outcomes are 

achieved, will be measured through the following indicators: 

(a) The number of people provided with humanitarian aid, measured as a percentage against 

the number of people located within the area at the time humanitarian negotiations are 

taking place. What will be considered as a low number of people reached will be 40% of 

the population or less, medium number between 41% and 75%, and a high percentage of 

people reached with humanitarian aid will constitute 76% of the population and above;  

(b) The number of days that the humanitarian ceasefire was upheld; and 

(c) The degree to which the terms of the agreement were implemented (for example whether 

firearms were ceded, forces departed designated areas, prisoners of war were released and 

civilians evacuated) in comparison to what was agreed between the conflict parties during 

negotiations. The number of terms that were largely implemented will be converted into a 

percentage against the number of terms that were agreed to by the parties. As such, what 

will be considered as low implementation of the agreement will be 40% or less, a medium 

number will be between 41% and 75%, and a high percentage will constitute 76% or 

more of the agreed terms implemented and adhered to by the parties.  

Two of the above mentioned indicators have been scaled into ordinal categories low, medium 

and high, for ease in comparing data, correlating humanitarian outcomes as well as enabling 

the study to indicate a direction in respect to the data. This is more useful than utilising 

simplified binary nominal measurements or overly complicating qualitative material by using 

interval scales where assessing the categorical difference between each measured scale would 

be highly subjective and therefore questionable (Treiblmaier and Filzmoser, 2009; University 

of California, 2016). The author acknowledges that determining the percentages which frame 

the scale is subjective and that some information may be lost due to constraining the scale 

range to three categories (Höglund and Öberg, 2011; Treiblmaier and Filzmoser, 2009). 

However by outlining the exact percentages to which the scale is dictated, the intention is that 

categorical data is transparent and increases the ease to which comparison can be made 

between cases, improving reliability of future research seeking to undertake a similar study.  

Further information regarding exactly how evidence will be gathered for each of the 

indicators is explained in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2. Sources and materials gathered to measure indicators 

Indicator Evidence and Sources 

Type of negotiations (x) 

New media; UN reports; Reports from trusted local and external 
humanitarian actors including ICRC; Consultant and 
investigative reporting; Media and statements made my armed 
actors; Academic literature.  

Number of people reached with 
humanitarian aid (y) 

UN situation reports and humanitarian updates; Reports from 
trusted local and external humanitarian actors including ICRC; 
Reports from local NGOs providing assistance to Syrian 
communities; News media; Literature; Consultant reporting.  

Whether the humanitarian ceasefire was 
upheld for the period (y) 

UN situation reports and humanitarian updates; Military reports 
and updates from external and local armed actors; Reports from 
military scholar and strategists; Reports from trusted local and 
external humanitarian actors including ICRC; Literature; 
Consultant reporting; News Media. 

Degree to which the terms of the 
agreement were implemented (y) 

 

(C) SOURCE LIMITATIONS  

Secondary data sources including news and internet will be utilised to investigate key 

variables, including the identity of negotiators as well as the support they received from local 

communities and international organisations. Clearly, accurate description of events that 

transpired including the degree to which negotiators were supported by the local community 

and organisations is fundamental to this analysis. Thus it is critical that bias is avoided during 

the course of gathering data, including selection bias as well as bias inherent in news 

reporting depending on the policy and political views of sources.  

As a result, the author will be very careful to analyse the reliability of information from both 

new agencies and news organisations, as well as ensure that the sources are satisfactorily 

proximate to the event in time and space, as outlined by Höglund and Öberg (2011). 

Furthermore relying upon one or a few similar sources will be avoided in favour of gathering 

information from a range of sources to avoid inherent biases of reporters and the 

organisations that they represent. Additionally as such as possible information will be 

triangulated with academic literature and news reports will be collected from the original 

producer (Höglund and Öberg, 2011). Applying source criticism, any information whose 

reliability and sourcing is questioned and cannot be verified by other sources will not be 

included in the study (Höglund and Öberg, 2011). In respect to the internet, the author will 

use trusted search engines such as lexus nexus to the highest degree possible. Where 

information is sought from less reliable resources, all information obtained will be 

triangulated and the origin of sources transparently described (Burnham et al., 2008).   
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4. EMPIRICS AND CASE STUDIES    

In order to assist analytical comparison, the following section has been constructed in line 

with the three independent variables in the order presented in the theoretical section and will 

focus primarily on aspects of the cases that best examine the research question including 

theoretical investigation into the strength of the hypothesis. Individual parts will firstly begin 

with a brief background in order to contextualise the case in question. This includes the 

drivers and levels of violence; the strategic value of the area in question; the conflict parties; 

the use of siege tactics; and consequences for the population located in the area. The case will 

then go on to outline the reasons for parties to enter negotiations; details regarding which 

parties were present during those negotiations; and the level of support received by interested 

actors including the local community the negotiations seek to represent as well as external 

actors such as interested states and humanitarian organisations including the UN and ICRC, 

thus addressing the independent variable. Lastly cases will explain the outcome of 

negotiations including whether humanitarian aid workers were able to access affected 

communities; the number of people who received humanitarian provisions; the degree to 

which the negotiated agreement was implemented and adhered to; and finally whether the 

ceasefire was sustained for the period agreed to by the parties. Finally, all results are collated 

together in Table 3 for ease in understanding coding of the indicators for each case. 

(A) EXTERNAL NEGOTIATIONS: ZABADANI-IDLIB  

The northwest Governorate of Idlib, previously one of the wealthiest Governorates of Syria, 

is an area of high historical and strategic significance due to its geographical location on the 

Silk Road and its importance as a meeting point for traders between Ankara in Turkey, 

Aleppo and Apamea in Syria (Creative Memory, 2016; Syrian Economic Forum, 2015). It is 

the centre of fertile agricultural production, textiles manufacturing and contains up to one 

third of Syria’s historical monuments dating back over 5,000 years (Britannica, 2016; 

Creative Memory, 2016; Syrian Economic Forum, 2015). In early 2011 demonstrations 

against the Assad Government were taking place in Idlib city, the first of which emerged from 

the al-Rawda mosque and continued to gather large crowds despite a significant presence of 

security forces in the city’s neighbourhoods (Creative Memory, 2016; واء يد ل توح ظة ال  محاف

ب  In mid 2011 Government forces begun undertaking door-to-door raids and .(2011 ,ادل

stationing armoured vehicles including tanks in the area in serious efforts to quell rising 

dissent that the Government feared could result in a wider rebellion (Ajbail, 2011; Al Jazeera 

English, 2011; BBC News, 2011). By late 2011, violence had severely escalated in retaliation 

to civilian demonstrations with reports estimating that over 60 people had been killed in one 
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day alone in the Governorate primarily due to Government bombing raids (BBC Arabic, 

2012). It was approximately at this time when the first battle for Idlib was conducted by the 

FSA and by January 2012 the Wall Street Journal estimated that over 90% of the city was 

under rebel control (Al Arabiya News, 2012; Malas, 2012).                                                         

Following continued heavy fighting between rebel forces and the Syrian Government around 

the Idlib Governorate, resulting in fluctuating control over the area, in 2015 rebel factions 

formed a new Islamist Coalition, Jaish al-Fateh (Army of Conquest) which included the al-

Qaida affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, Salafist Turkish-backed rebels Ahrar al-Sham, and also five 

smaller and more moderate factions such as Jund al-Aqsa (Hassan, 2015; Heller, 2015). The 

group was highly focused on attacks against the Syrian Government but was also understood 

to be involved in violence against Daesh in northern Aleppo and against other US-backed 

moderate groups in Idlib (Graham-Harrison, 2015; Hassan, 2015; Rifai, 2015; Stanford 

University, 2015; Wilgenburg, 2015). The group’s inter-cooperation led to remarkable 

military success, with the coalition convincingly apprehending and holding Idlib Governorate 

and Idlib city within only a few days of its official founding in March 2015, leading some 

commentators to note that success may be in part due to support from Turkey, Saudi Arabia 

and Qatar in efforts to curb Iranian and Daesh influence in the area (Graham-Harrison, 2015; 

Heller, 2015; Rifai, 2015; The Syria Institute & PAX, 2016; Wilgenburg, 2015). As a result, 

the pro-Government Idlib towns of Fu’ah and Kafraya came under siege by primarily non-

government but also at times Government armed forces, leading civilians trapped inside the 

cities to become increasingly desperate following food, water, electricity and humanitarian 

aid being cut off – see Annex 4 for a map of besieged areas (Amnesty International, 2016; 

Breaking News Network, 2015; The Syria Institute & PAX, 2016).  

A number of negotiation processes were undertaken in 2015 to cease siege tactics, implement 

ceasefires and provide humanitarian access to Idlib, with limited success. What is important 

in this respect is that most negotiations centred around bargaining between the Idlib towns of 

Fu’ah and Kafraya and the Hezbollah pro-Government besieged community of Zabadani, 

northwest of Damascus near the Lebanon border – see Map 1 (The Syria Institute & PAX, 

2016). As a precursor to substantial negotiations, on 5 August 2015 the Lebanese 

Government negotiated a ceasefire agreement that included the withdrawal of Zabadani 

fighters in exchange for the safe evacuation of civilians from the Idlib towns, however the 

agreement failed within 24 hours due to Government forces advancing into the centre 

Zabadani city (Fadel, 2015; PressTV, 2015). Another 48 hour truce was negotiated on  

10 August between Turkey in support of the opposition and Iran for the Assad Government, 

again for the evacuation of rebel fighters from Zabadani in exchange for humanitarian aid and 
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evacuation of civilians from Idlib (Stuster, 2015; Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 

2015a). However disagreement reigned amongst rebels as to whether to accept the agreement 

and within mere hours al-Nusra had breached the terms, 

firing rockets that killed at least three civilians (Adra, 

2015; Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 2015b).   

However it was in September 2015 that substantial 

negotiations, which constitute the focus of this section, 

began with strong external backing. The UN-brokered 

ceasefire agreement was signed on 29 September 

between the opposition represented by Ahrar al-Sham 

and the Government represented by Iran, in Istanbul 

under Turkish sponsorship (Cafarella et al., 2015; 

Mozes, 2016; The New Arab, 2015). The terms of the 

agreement included a 48 hour complete cessation of 

conflict with an option to extend, enabling 500 civilians 

and opposition fighters with small arms to leave Zabadani (Masi, 2015; Mozes, 2016; The 

New Arab, 2015). Furthermore, 10,000 women, children and men below fighting age were 

agreed to leave the Idlib towns via ICRC vehicles and humanitarian aid was to enter 

(Cafarella et al., 2015; Mozes, 2016; The New Arab, 2015). Committees represented by the 

UN and Iran (based in Damascus) as well as armed groups were to be established to oversee 

implementation of the agreement and address emerging breaches. The agreement was later 

extended to a six month period and included the release of 500 detainees, specifically 325 

women, 25 youth and 150 men who were detained before 1 July 2015 (Cafarella et al., 2015; 

Global Times, 2015; Masi, 2015; Mozes, 2016).  However, only a few sections of the 

agreement were fulfilled and with much delay.  

In mid October 2015, 31 trucks with humanitarian aid including medical supplies for 30,000 

people were permitted to enter Fouah, Kefrayah, Zabadani and Madaya simultaneously 

during a joint operation by the UN, ICRC and SARC. Specifically, OCHA reported that some 

20,000 beneficiaries were provided with aid in Madaya and Zabadani, and that 10,000 people 

were reached in Fu’ah and Kafraya (ICRC, 2015; O’Brien, 2015a; Shaheen, 2015; UN News 

Centre, 2015). Given that conservative estimates indicate that 55,000 people were located in 

these areas (42,000 in Madaya; 500 Zabadani; and 12,500 in Fu’ah and Kafraya) the 

confirmed number of people reached with humanitarian aid amounts to 47% in Madaya and 

Zabadani, but 80% in Fu’ah and Kafraya, with a combined medium total of 54.5% (BBC 

News, 2016a; O’Brien, 2015b; OCHA, 2015b, 2015c; Shaheen and Graham-Harrison, 2016; 

Map 1. Location of Idlib and 
Zabadani (The New Arab, 2015). 
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The Syria Institute & PAX, 2016; UN Department of Public Information, 2015; UNSC, 

2015). Assistance for Fu’ah and Kafraya included food; water, hygiene and sanitation 

(WASH) supplies; medical supplies; micronutrient supplementation; winter clothes kits, 

blankets and other non-food items (UNICEF, 2016). Likewise Madaya and Zabadani received 

medical supplies including trauma care, reproductive health kits, food, WASH, and nutrition 

supplies (OCHA, 2015c). 

Russian airstrikes in the Idlib area shortly after humanitarian aid was delivered, that killed at 

least 46 and wounded over 170, strained the existing ceasefire – see Annex 5 (BBC News, 

2015a; al-Khalidi, 2015; Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 2015c, 2015d). As a result 

trust broke down and opposition forces resumed shelling of Fu’ah and Kafraya as well as 

clashing with pro-Government forces in the area, nullifying the agreement within a little less 

than two months of signing, forcing the UN to suspend humanitarian operations (Bassam and 

Miles, 2015; al-Khalidi, 2015; Kozak, 2015a; Miles, 2015).  

Nevertheless, evacuations of civilians moved forward on 28 December from both the Idlib 

towns as well as Zabadani. 126 people, including 70 rebel fighters, were transported from 

Zabadani to Beirut airport in the evening and were later flown to Turkey under UN and ICRC 

supervision for resettlement, amounting to 25.2% of the 500 people to be evacuated from 

Zabadani according to the terms of the humanitarian agreement. Likewise, 336 people from 

the besieged Fu’ah and Kefraya towns were evacuated through the Turkish-Syrian Bab al 

Hawa border crossing to the airport in Hatay province, significantly less than the 10,000 

people agreed, amounting to 3.36% (ABC News, 2015; France 24, 2015; Samaha, 2015; 

Shaheen, 2015). Furthermore there is no evidence that the Government released 500 detainees 

as agreed. Thus although the ceasefire agreement was sustain for a medium period of two of 

the agreed six months, none of the terms of the settlement terms were sufficiently 

implemented or adhered to, amounting to a low implementation score for the purposes of this 

analysis.  

(B) LOCAL NEGOTIATIONS: BARZEH  

Barzeh and Qaboun were some of the first areas in Damascus, Syria’s capital, to protest the 

Assad Government in March 2011. By April 2011 clashes between protesters and police had 

increasingly turned violent, with the regime killing approximately 90 people across the 

country on Good Friday 22 April including a high number in Barzeh and Qaboun following 

heavy shelling and direct sniper attacks in the area – see Annex 6 (Kang, 2011; Oweis, 2011; 

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2011; Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 2014). It was 

approximately this time when FSA forces became openly recognised in Barzeh and by June 
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2011 Government Forces had 

began military operations in the 

area including door-to-door 

searches that lead to the death and 

detention of a number of key local 

leaders (Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 

2014). Government security 

forces, shabiha (pro-Government 

militia) and plain clothed police 

tightly controlled the capital until 

late 2011, dispersing and arresting 

gathering crowds in order to 

prevent anti-Government protests 

in the strategically vital city 

(Atassi, 2011). In particular, 

Barzeh and Qaboun were the focus of the Government security apparatus due to the area’s 

elevated location on the northeast side of the city that included the key northern exit roads, 

military hospital and the large Alawite population in the adjacent neighbourhood of Esh 

Alwarwar (Abd, 2014; Evans and Stamp, 2014; Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 2014).  

In July 2012, opposition forces begun operation ‘Damascus volcano and Syrian earthquake’, a 

surprise attack on Damascus city aimed at unseating the army from what was considered a 

Government stronghold (Black and Borger, 2012; Osborn, 2012). Heavy fighting ensued 

throughout Damascus including in Barzeh where rebels shot down at least one military 

helicopter (Black and Borger, 2012; Osborn, 2012). Although heavy shelling continued and 

forced demolitions were undertaken by the Government, demonstrated by Annex 7, by the 

second half of 2013 the situation in Barzeh was deadlocked with neither party having the 

opportunity to progress a military offensive (Al Arabiya English, 2013; Human Rights Watch, 

2014; Turkmani et al., 2014). Simply holding FSA position through fortifications, manning 

neighbourhood entrances with heavy artillery and covering contested areas with sniper fire, 

was considered a success by the opposition (Turkmani et al., 2014). As a result pro-

Government forces surrounded and besieged the area, thus supplies became seriously low and 

reports emerged that up to 40,000 civilians trapped in the area were suffering, particularly due 

to low food and medical supplies (Evans and Stamp, 2014; Syrian Coalition, 2013).  

On 5 January 2014 following a year of siege tactics on Barzeh and Qaboun, Government and 

opposition forces agreed to a permanent ongoing truce to support humanitarian access, 

Map 2.  Damascus including location of Barzeh and Qaboun 
(Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 2014)  
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brokered by the local neighbourhood council (Abd, 2014; Oxfam Canada, 2015; Syria Direct, 

2015). Importantly, negotiations had been established by a committee made up of local 

leaders and civilians such as doctors and lawyers as well as some local fighters on behalf of 

the Barzeh and Qaboun community that had largely fled to other areas of Damascus 

(Haspeslagh and Yousuf, 2015). These negotiations were implemented due to increasing 

pressure mounted by local residents on not only rebel fighters but also Government forces, 

thus negotiations were initiated, lead and strongly supported by the local community 

(Alrahman and Leigh, 2014; Oxfam Canada, 2015). Although many opposition insurgents 

were reluctant to enter into negotiations with the Government in order to avoid relinquishing 

military advantage, forces acquiesced to local community demands without breaching the 

settlement terms (al-Abd, 2015; Dagher, 2014).  

As a result of the locally-led negotiations, Government forces agreed to withdraw from 

Barzeh setting up checkpoints only along the perimeter of the neighbourhood. The 

Government also agreed to clean surrounding streets of bodies and open access roads, while 

handing over primary control of traffic inside the area to rebel forces that could retain light 

weaponry (Abd, 2014; Al Arabiya, 2014; Enab Baladi, 2015; Your Middle East, 2014). It was 

also agreed that residents that had fled the district were allowed voluntary return within two 

weeks, that services would be restored to area, and that Government forces would release 350 

detainees in return for armed opposition raising the Syrian flag in the area (Al Arabiya, 2014; 

Cockburn, 2014; Enab Baladi, 2015; Syria Justice & Accountability Centre, 2014). 

Many of the negotiated terms were upheld by both sides. Most importantly, on 29 February 

the UN Humanitarian / Resident Coordinator submitted a request to the Syrian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs to allow an inter-agency convoy to Barzeh to undertake a needs assessment, 

which was approved on 30 January and subsequently undertaken in February 2014 (OCHA, 

2014b; UN, 2014). As a result SARC, under the auspices of the ICRC, was allowed to enter 

the area on February 26 and 27 to provide assistance to more than 4,000 families, amounting 

to 20,000 individual citizens or a high 80% of the remaining 25,000 civilians located in the 

area (Cockburn, 2014; Hage and Watson, 2014; USAID, 2014). SARC (2014) reports indicate 

that the shipment included food parcels, non-food items such as hygiene kits and blankets, 

water and medical materials including 2,000 polio vaccines.  

From 25 January, up to 30,000 people returned to Barzeh through specified checkpoints 

(Oxfam Canada, 2015; UN, 2014). The large influx of returnees contributed to the stability 

and ongoing implementation of the ceasefire as military action would have resulted in a high 

number of causalities and a new displacement crisis for Barzeh residents (Haspeslagh and 

Yousuf, 2015).  Furthermore, anti-Government forces were allowed to set up checkpoints and 



 36 

control traffic within the Barzeh area, while Government forces established uncontested 

controls around the perimeter although these were closer than agreed, within 50 metres from 

checkpoints established by the FSA (Abd, 2014; Alrahman and Leigh, 2014). Besides a few 

minor breaches primarily on the Government side, including March 2016 reports that 

Government forces closed off access points to the area, all military operations such as 

shelling has ceased as agreed until the time of writing, thus the ceasefire has been largely 

recognised as being successful (Abd, 2014; The Syria Institute, 2016; The Syria Institute & 

PAX, 2016; Turkmani et al., 2014). Services such a food, water, electricity and 

communications were also re-established until some restrictions were put in place by 

Government forces in August 2015, increasing pressure on rebel forces (Abd, 2014; Syria 

Direct, 2015). The state news agency SANA also reported that 200 FSA and al-Nusra fighters 

handed themselves to the regime, although these figures could not be confirmed by other 

sources (Agence France-Presse, 2014; Al Arabiya, 2014).  

However, only three bodies and 70 prisoners of war were released by the Government in 

comparison to the 350 agreed during negotiations (Cockburn, 2014; Wijninckx and 

Oosterzee, 2014). Furthermore, the Government manipulated media coverage of the truce 

stating that it was part of a reconciliation process, although no reconciliation elements were 

present and it was widely agreed that the settlement was temporary rather than constituting a 

formal transition to peace (Alrahman and Leigh, 2014; Dagher, 2014; The Syrian Observer, 

2016; Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 2014). Nevertheless, four of the five (80%) settlement terms 

were upheld by armed groups, constituting a high degree of implementation and adherence to 

the humanitarian ceasefire agreement.  

(C) HYBRID NEGOTIATIONS: YARMOUK PALESTINIAN REFUGEE CAMP 

Following the 1948-49 Arab-Israeli war, Syrian authorities in 1957 developed an unofficial 

refugee camp named Yarmouk located approximately eight kilometres southwest of central 

Damascus in order to settle 90,000 displaced Palestinians (Badger and Cafiero, 2014; BBC 

News, 2014a, 2015b). Within a few years the area had evolved into a suburb of Damascus, 

becoming one of the most important and populated districts of the capital as well as one of the 

largest Palestinian settlements in the region with over 150,000 registered refugees, as well as 

650,000 Syrians, supported by not only the UN Palestinian Agency UNWRA but also the 

Syrian Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour (BBC News, 2015b; Inbari and Talesnik, 2013; 

Salim, 2014a; Steele, 2015). 
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Historically the Syrian Government has strongly supported Palestinian people and movements 

including arming, funding and protecting groups such as the PFLP and the PFLP-GC in the 

1960s and later Hamas following its removal from Jordan in the 1990s (Badger and Cafiero, 

2014). Palestinians have therefore experienced a privileged situation in Syria in comparison 

to counterparts in other Arab countries, enjoying most of the rights and benefits as Syrian 

nationals besides the right 

to vote, undergoing a high 

level of integration with the 

Syrian population, and not 

having been perceived as a 

threat possibly due to their 

low numbers - making up 

just 2% of the population in 

Syria (Bitari, 2013; Hanley, 

2014; Steele, 2015).   

When conflict broke out 

between rebels and the 

Government, Palestinian 

leadership was determined to remain neutral. Based on considerations of poor decision-

making during the Lebanese Civil War and first Gulf War that lead to persecution and 

expulsion of Palestinians, as well as the acrimonious split between Damascus and the PLO in 

1982 to 1991 where militants, especially those aligned with Fatah, were arrested and 

imprisoned leading to the organisation having no formal presence in Syria, Palestinian 

leadership reasoned that in order to survive political tensions should be avoided (Amnesty 

International, 2014; Barnard, 2012; Betare, 2015; Bitari, 2013; Hall, 2014; Hanley, 2014; 

Napolitano, 2015; Steele, 2015). However once rebels from other areas of Damascus began to 

hide in Yarmouk, Government forces retaliated by shelling the area that had previously been 

considered impartial (Barnard, 2012; Hall, 2014). Thus Palestinian political factions based in 

Damascus were forced into taking a position regarding the conflict. Hamas was in a 

particularly difficult situation, balancing pressure from the Muslim Brotherhood and local 

Palestinians sympathetic to the rebel cause against Iran and the Syrian regime that had 

previously supported the group. Yet while Palestinian Authority President Abbas continued to 

advocate for Palestinians stay out of the conflict, Hamas made the decision to move away 

from Assad seeking support from Qatar and Egypt and stating that the Government had “took 

the wrong option”, (Hall, 2014; Kenner, 2013; Steele, 2015; The Economist, 2013). Similarly 

local Palestinian groups such as Liwa al-Asifa began to fight alongside rebel groups (Hall, 

Map 3. Location of Yarmouk district (Barnard, 2012) 
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2014). However the PFLP and PFLP-GC disagreed and threw support behind the 

Government, with the PFLP-GC even delivering activist to the military and assisting the 

shabiha besiege the district, leading a large crowd to attack and burn down the factions 

offices in June 2011 (Alsaafin, 2015; Bitari, 2013; Hall, 2014; Sands, 2011; Steele, 2015). 

Sadly as the conflict continued Yarmouk’s location developed tremendous strategic 

importance and became seen by all sides as the gateway into Damascus, thus becoming 

“ground zero for the larger conflict” with Government forces controlling the north side and 

FSA the south, with approximately 18,000 civilians Palestinians and up to 4,000 Syrians 

trapped inside the district (Bitari, 2013; Hall, 2014; Hanley, 2014; Napolitano, 2015; 

Solomon, 2014; Steele, 2015, 2015; UNRWA, 2013a). Following a Government MIG strike 

in December 2012 opposition fighters overtook the camp, leading the army supported by the 

PFLP-GC to block all entrances for aid workers, fighters and civilians alike, implementing 

the first partial siege (Amnesty International, 2014; Bitari, 2013; Salim, 2014a). By June 2013 

the area was under total siege by the Government with no civilians, fighters or humanitarian 

workers able to enter or leave the area (Amnesty International, 2014; Betare, 2015; Hall, 

2014; Salim, 2014a; Solomon, 2014; Steele, 2015). 

Following the breakdown of a number of negotiated ceasefire agreements aimed at supporting 

humanitarian access, by 2014 Islamist armed groups al-Nusra and Daesh as well as number of 

other moderate rebel groups had become highly active in the area, leading to clashes between 

factions inside the district, the most damaging being between al-Nusra and the FSA (Bitari, 

2013; Hall, 2014; Solomon, 2014; Steele, 2015; UNRWA, 2013a, 2013b). However it must 

be noted that there was no formal agreement or support from Palestinians towards rebel 

fighters in the area. In fact the Palestinian community frequently questioned the FSA on its 

stance towards Palestinians with no response but once the FSA had entered the district there 

were reports that militants in fact held a negative attitude towards refugees telling them to ‘go 

back to where they had come from’ (Bitari, 2013). FSA leadership reflected this attitude when 

Palestinians who had fought with rebel factions were denied support from the Syrian National 

Council for their asylum claims (Bitari, 2013). 

Consequences have been extremely dire for the Yarmouk population with malnutrition, 

starvation, dehydration and preventable diseases skyrocketing resulting in the deaths of 

hundreds of people, as well as reports of civilians eating animal feed reaching international 

headlines (Amnesty International, 2014; BBC News, 2014a; Gunness, 2014; Hall, 2014; 

Lamb, 2014; Sly and Ramadan, 2014; UNRWA, 2013b). Scholar Ibrahim Al-Ali (2015) in 

his research of Yarmouk from 17 December to 17 May 2012 documented 838 victims, made 
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up of 87.7% men and 12.30% women. A breakdown of causes of death can be viewed in 

Annex 8 (Al-Ali, 2015). 

However the Government has granted very little humanitarian access to the area since conflict 

begun and it is widely reported that humanitarian aid has been exceedingly insufficient, with 

very large crowds appearing when humanitarians enter the area but only few beneficiaries 

receiving goods, leading some aid workers to require psychological support when returning to 

headquarters (Gunness, 2014, 2016; Steele, 2015). Photographs of large disappointed crowds, 

as demonstrated by Annex 9, and troubling images such as babies dying of starvation have 

been smuggled out of the area by humanitarians and residents via social media, yielding an 

international campaign to raise awareness about the siege as well as pressure the conflict 

parties to adhere to International Humanitarian Law (Gunness, 2016; Hall, 2014).  In order to 

meet resulting Palestinian and international pressure, President Abbas entered into a number 

of negotiations with armed groups in order to seek humanitarian access during a time of great 

difficulty for his leadership when dialogue with Israel had intensified significantly, thus few 

negotiations were successful and the UN and ICRC continued to have difficulty delivering aid 

to the district (Hall, 2014). 

In early 2014 PLO Executive Committee member and leader of Fatah in the Gaza strip  

Dr. Zakaria Agha held meetings in Damascus with the Syrian Government represented by 

Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal Mikdad and General Ali Mamlouk, rebel groups, civilian 

activists, the local Yarmouk Council and representatives from 14 Palestinian factions in 

Yarmouk, with UN oversight, in order to address the crisis (Al-Ali, 2014; Amnesty 

International, 2014; Bitari, 2013; Ma’an News Agency, 2014a; The Washington Institute for 

Near East Policy, 2015; صل و  Reports indicate Palestinian Authority Labour .(2014 ,ال

Minister Ahmad Majdalani was also in Damascus to assist negotiations as well as Palestinians 

on the outskirts of Yarmouk (ICEJ International, 2014). Although meetings were convened by 

Agha and supported by international actors, negotiations were fundamentally framed and 

driven by civilian activists, local rebel groups, the Council and Government forces from the 

Damascus area (Haspeslagh and Yousuf, 2015; Zvi, 2014). Furthermore, while civilians 

within the district were highly splintered along factional lines, there was broad support for the 

negotiations and in fact it was pressure from local residents which lead al-Nusra to uphold 

agreement terms including vacating the district and protecting aid deliveries (Oweis, 2015). 

On 2 January 2014 following extensive negotiations, the National Civil Palestinian 

Commission announced that an agreement had been reached to resolve the Yarmouk siege 

that contained two main terms: that rebels leave the Yarmouk district to be replaced for joint 

Palestinian patrols in exchange for the Government loosening checkpoint restrictions 
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allowing humanitarian organisations to resume operations in the area (Al-Ali, 2014; Salim, 

2014b). The agreement received wide support from all major Palestinian factions present in 

the area including PFLP-GC; Fatah; Popular Struggle Front; Vanguards of popular liberation 

war – SS; Islamic Jihad Movement in Palestine; PLF; Palestinian People’s Party; Palestinian 

National Liberation Movement (Fatah); PFLP; Democratic Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (Al-Ali, 2014). Specific elements of the agreement are as follows:  

1. Non Palestinian militants leave the camp and do not return;  

2. Entry of the Palestinian and Syrian Commission of up to 50 people, to ensure that Yarmouk is 

free of arms and militants as well as undertake a needs assessment in preparation for aid 

distribution;  

3. Entry of a technical committee (engineering units) to detect explosives in the area;  

4. Palestinian factions cooperate with the joint protection of the camp, neutralised conflict and 

prevent vehicles carrying militants or weapons entering; 

5. No militants in the district allowed to roam with weapons; 

6. Open the necessary roads for relief and entry of civilians; and 

7. Admission of food and medical items once militants vacate (Al-Ali, 2014, 2015). 

In respect of the agreement, al-Nusra and other armed groups withdrew troops from the area 

on approximately 10 February, with reports indicating that some 2,000 to 3,000 opposition 

fighters left via secret routes despite the ongoing siege (Amnesty International, 2014; Ma’an 

News Agency, 2014b). As a result, the Government provided advice to UNRWA that food 

distribution may be allowed to resume by the 13 February and on 14 February a team arrived 

at the Bateekhah entrance in preparation for distribution (Gunness, 2016). However UNRWA 

was requested to delay until negotiations could be finalised, thus remaining in the area until 

the afternoon when it was informed that distribution would not recommence that day 

(Gunness, 2016). After a delay of eleven days, much longer than agreed by the parties, 

UNRWA was allowed to distribute 6,500 humanitarian parcels on 18 January. However no 

further access was permitted until February 26 to 28 when an additional 665 food parcels and 

200 packages of bread were distributed. Thus assistance came to a total of 7,708 food parcels, 

amounting to humanitarian aid for a low 38.5% of the existing population, leading Amnesty 

International to report that the quantity of aid delivered was highly insufficient given the 

number and desperation of the people trapped inside the district (Amnesty International, 

2014; Gunness, 2016; Ma’an News Agency, 2014b; OCHA, 2014c). 

Furthermore on 21 January a few critically sick people and students were evacuated from the 

area and a joint Palestinian force was deployed throughout the district as agreed with 

UNRWA’s assistance (Al-Ali, 2014; Gunness, 2016). Additionally Palestinian factions 

generally cooperated with protection arrangements and there is no evidence of militants 
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traveling around the district with weapons as agreed. However, there is also no evidence of 

technical committee or Commission operations in the district, and while the Government 

permitted access through one road for a limited period, other checkpoints continued to be 

closed. Thus a medium amount of three out of seven (42%) settlement conditions were 

largely upheld by the parties.  

Very soon after the agreement was settled, complaints arose of Government forces stalling aid 

deliveries, arresting civilians waiting for assistance and smuggling arms into the area in order 

to resume fighting (Salim, 2014b). Furthermore a group of activists who had taken the lead 

for delivering humanitarian aid while waiting for traditional organisations such as the UN and 

ICRC to enter were arrested and detained by the Government, their condition currently 

unknown although PLHR-S reports that two died as a result of torture (Salim, 2014b). These 

were not the first aid workers to be targeted by the army. Amnesty International (2014) has 

reported the arrest of more than twelve medical personnel, six of whom were subject to forced 

disappearance and whose whereabouts are unknown, as well as the death of a number of 

others including one in custody, targeted due to their medical activities.  

By 2 March 2014, approximately 20 days following implementation of the humanitarian 

ceasefire, the opposition issued demands that within 24 hours the Government provide wheat 

to bakeries still operating in the area, open checkpoints to the camp and release detainees 

arrested while delivering humanitarian assistance (Salim, 2014b). When the Government 

refused to comply, rebels including al-Nusra and the PFLP-GC moved back into the area and 

clashes and shelling resumed, resulting in a total breakdown of the ceasefire agreement 

including further restrictions on humanitarian access (Ma’an News Agency, 2014b; Salim, 

2014a; The Daily Star, 2014). UNRWA released a statement demanding all parties respect the 

terms of the ceasefire and resolve the conflict through peaceful means, to no avail (Ma’an 

News Agency, 2014b). 
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Table 3. Final collated results for the independent and dependant variables.    
 

Indicators  Type of 
negotiations (x) 

No. of people 
reached with 
humanitarian 
aid (y) 

Was the humanitarian ceasefire upheld 
for the negotiated period? (y) Degree to which the terms of the agreement were implemented (y) 

Agreed Implemented Agreed Implemented 

Zabadani-
Idlib  

External –  
UN-brokered 
with Turkish 
and Iranian 
backing as well 
as ICRC 
oversight  

30,000 
individuals, thus 
amounting to 
54.5% of the 
population 
receiving aid.  

Six month period  Upheld for approx.  
2 months  

(a) Six month cessation of conflict in specified 
areas  
(b) 500 civilians and fights to leave Zabadani 
(c) 10,000 people to leave Idlib  
(d) Govt to release 500 detainees 

(a) Conflict ceases for only 2 months  
(d) 126 people were evacuated from Zabadani 
(25.2%) 
(c) 336 people were evacuated from Fu’ah and 
Kefraya  (3.36%) 
(d) No reports of the Govt releasing detainees 

Medium (54.5%) Medium - Sustained for two months  Low - 0/4 (0%) conditions were largely upheld by the parties 

Barzeh  
(Northeast 
Damascus)  

Local –  
Community 
initiated, 
managed, 
facilitated and 
supported.  

20,000 individuals 
thus amounting to 
80% of the 
population 
receiving aid. 

Permanent 
ongoing ceasefire  
(no end date 
stipulated) 

Besides minor 
breaches, the truce 
withstands until the 
time of writing (May 
2016), two years after 
the ceasefire was 
agreed.  

(a) 350 FSA prisoner released  
(b) Rebel forces to establish checkpoints and 
control internal traffic 
(c) Govt forces to establish controls on the 
perimeter of the area  
(d) Military operation to be stopped  
(e) Services re-established (food, electricity, 
water & communications) 

(a) 3 bodies only and 70 POW returned  
(b) Rebel forces allowed to establish checkpoints 
and control internal traffic 
(c) Govt forces established uncontested perimeter 
control, although closer than expected 
(d) Military operations largely ceased  
(d) Services re-established as agreed until August 
2015 when some restrictions implemented by Govt 
forces 

High (80%) High - Sustained for two years  High - 4/5 (80%) conditions were largely upheld by the parties 

Yarmouk 
Camp 

Hybrid -  
Brokered 
between rebels, 
local factional 
groups and the 
Syrian Govt 
with support of 
residents and  
international 
actors such as 
the PLO, Fatah, 
the PA and the 
UN.  

7,708 individuals.  
On average 
reports indicate 
that 20,000 
civilians are 
trapped in the 
district, thus 
38.5% of the 
population 
received aid. 

Permanent 
ongoing ceasefire  
(no end date 
stipulated) 

Upheld for approx. 25 
days  

(a) Militants leave the camp and do not return 
(b) Entry of the popular Palestinian and Syrian 
Commission to ensure monitor arms, militants 
and conduct assessments 
(c) Entry of a technical committee 
(d) Palestinian factions to cooperate with joint 
protection of the district  
(e) Militants not to roam with weapons 
(f) Open roads for relief and entry of civilians 
(g) Entry of food and medical items  

(a) Militants left the camp until Govt breaches 
broke down ceasefire  
(b) No evidence that the commission had been 
allowed to entered and begin work  
(c) No evidence of technical committee entry and 
operations  
(d) Palestinian factions generally cooperated with 
joint protection  
(e) No evidence of militants roaming with weapons 
(f) Govt opened one road for a limited period. 
Others checkpoints continued to be closed 
(g) Although UNRWA received some entry, the 
amount was a faction of what was agreed by the 
parties  

Low (38.5%) Low - sustained for 25 days Medium - 3/7 (42%) conditions were largely upheld by the parties  
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5. ANALYSIS 

(A) COMPARING THE CASES: FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS AND ANALYSES  

In holding all other possible confounding factors constant, the second case of Barzeh that was 

demonstrative of locally facilitated negotiations exhibited the highest results for all indicators. 

In fact neither of the other remaining cases received a score of ‘high’ for any indictors that 

were present and tested. Thus the results indicate that local negotiations are able to secure 

better humanitarian access and aid delivery to needy populations in comparison to externally 

facilitated or hybrid negotiations, with aid reaching 80% of the existing Barzeh population. 

Furthermore local negotiations translate into stronger outcomes in respect to the conflict 

parties upholding the ceasefire for the period agreed, namely a significant period of two years 

at the time of writing, as well as ensuring that the specific terms of the humanitarian 

agreement were upheld, with 80% of the terms being sufficiently implemented and adhered to 

by the parties including the release of prisoners, control of access to the area, perimeter 

military operations and the reestablishment of services to the area such as food, water, 

electricity and communications.  

In comparison the first case of Zabadani-Idlib, that demonstrated externally facilitated 

negotiations, only a medium amount of 54.5% of the local population were provided with 

humanitarian aid and the ceasefire agreement was upheld for the medium period of time of 

approximately two months. Furthermore, although the Zabadani-Idlib agreement had the least 

amount of settlement terms as agreed by the parties in comparison to the other two cases, not 

one of those terms were upheld, scoring by far the lowest result in respect to implementation 

of the humanitarian agreement.  

Contrary to the hypothesis, the hybrid case of Yarmouk camp scored especially low results in 

respect to humanitarian aid delivered to the population, only reaching 38.5% of those in need 

within the district. Furthermore, although the ceasefire agreement was to be implemented on 

an ongoing basis, without a stipulated end date, the agreement was only sustained for a low 

period of 25 days and a medium 42% of the terms were sufficiently implemented and adhered 

to during that time.  

Thus the hypothesis is nullified – hybridity is not the structure of negotiations that are most 

likely to result in the greatest humanitarian outcomes within specific localities within Syria. 

In fact, as demonstrated by Image 3 below, the results indicate that it is locally facilitated and 

supported negotiations that receive the most robust outcomes in respect to the number of 

people reached with humanitarian aid, the period that humanitarian ceasefires will be upheld 
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by the conflict parties as well as the degree to which those parties implement the specific 

terms of the humanitarian agreement.   

While this study anticipated that locally-facilitated negotiations were likely to better enable 

humanitarian aid to reach people in need, the results are divergent to the theory’s expectation 

that the terms of the agreement and period of the ceasefire would be more likely to be upheld 

where external or hybrid actors were engaged in negotiations. Specifically the theory argued 

that external actors, either colluding with locals or working independently, are better able to 

engage with, as well as generate incentives and costs for, elites and leaders of conflict parties 

to comply with humanitarian agreements in comparison with local actors. External actors 

were also expected to more effectively provide monitoring and oversight of humanitarian 

agreements in conflict environments, thus increasing the likelihood of implementation of 

Image 3. Graphic depiction of results clearly demonstrating that local negotiations lead to the 

greatest humanitarian outcomes in Syria  
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those agreements by conflict parties and prolonging the length of associated ceasefire 

arrangements. Nevertheless, the results of this study contradict the theory and in fact local 

negotiations not only support enhanced humanitarian access but also more effectively support 

the implementation of humanitarian agreement terms including the settled ceasefire period.  

Thus one can deduce that leveraging traditional practices within local communities ensures 

that negotiations receive greater support from the population and the local armed actors in 

which they seek to represent, creating an enhanced environment in which the terms of 

agreements become more likely to be implemented and self-sustaining in comparison to top-

down external models. In line with theoretical reasoning, it is likely that in the case of Barzeh 

the local neighbourhood council represented by local leaders, civilians and fighters, entered 

the negotiations with an already established amount of trust with the parties as well as being 

better able to develop a higher degree of trust where required due to their knowledge of local 

practices, customs, and negotiation techniques that are entrenched in existing historical, 

religious and cultural frameworks. Consequently local negotiators presented a stronger ability 

to foster assurances that the agreement terms would be adhered to by both sides; more 

appropriately constructed negotiation conditions that met the needs and cultural backgrounds 

of armed groups within the area; as well as ensured a level of confidentiality, unexposed to 

outside influences, which enabled the parties to enter negotiations in the first place.  

As stated above, liberal peace proponents suggest that pressure and incentives from external 

actors, who are assumed to have superior engagement with local elites, are more likely to 

result in better outcomes in terms of humanitarian negotiations. Likewise, post-liberals argue 

that it is a combination of pressure from internal and external actors are most effective in 

humanitarian negotiations. Specifically, while they highlight the ability of international actors 

to engage conflict parties as well as apply incentives or sanctions including military action to 

ensure adherence to negotiated outcomes, hybridity with traditional actors help to preserve 

the contextual relevance of the of agreements negotiated at the local level. However the 

results demonstrate that is pressure on leaders of armed groups from local communities 

affected by the conflict and key interlocutors of armed factions located within the specific 

area under negotiation that create the greatest incentives for armed parties to enter and adhere 

to humanitarian agreements and ceasefires. This could be due to the local neighbourhood 

council demonstrating what can be conceived as a stronger understanding of the specific 

incentives and constraints on factionalized armed groups within the specific locality that they 

sought to represent, splintered actors within the army included. Thus they were able to more 

effectively address information asymmetries existing in that local context, negotiate terms 

that better suited the conflict parties, as well as leverage their robust insider knowledge of the 
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operational and humanitarian constraints faced by conflict parties, especially those under 

siege. Furthermore, drawing on Cunningham’s (2010) research, it may that any external 

influence in negotiations, whether acting alone or in consultation with local actors, may in 

itself result in sustained violence and the breakdown of humanitarian arrangements.  

Although Cunningham’s (2010) study is focused on how intervention by external states affect 

the length of civil war, his analysis makes some important observations that can be applied to 

humanitarian negotiations.  Explicitly, Cunningham (2010) finds that states not only enter 

negotiations in order to support efforts to end war but also to pursue beneficial interests of 

their own. When external parties have independent interests, they close the bargaining space 

of acceptable agreements; increase the number of parties to the negotiation and therefore 

increase the likelihood that one party will not accept an agreement in the hope that waiting 

will improve outcomes in their favour; and make negotiations more prone to breakdown due 

to shifting alliances. Thus interference by external actors makes it more difficult to find a 

negotiated settlement that is agreeable to all parties. Additionally Cunningham (2010) argues 

that if external parties are also providing military assistance, or where the conflict is highly 

fractionised, it is more difficult for the parties to gain information about their likelihood of 

success in warfare than in comparison to conflicts between two parties alone, thus lowering 

the perception of Zartman’s (2000, 2001, 2015) hurting stalemate.  

These factors may provide possible reasoning as to why the hybrid and externally-facilitated 

negotiations in this study did not amount to strong results in respect to gaining humanitarian 

access, implementing humanitarian agreements and associated ceasefire arrangements. For 

example, in the hybrid Yarmouk case as well as the external Zabadani-Idlib case, the large 

number of parties to the negotiations may have narrowed possible settlement options due to 

the parties closing the bargaining space, as well as contributed to the breakdown of the 

humanitarian ceasefire agreement due to shifting alliances. Thus the final negotiated outcome 

may not have been agreeable to all parties, or more importantly the fractionalised groups 

within those parties, thus increasing the likelihood for the agreement to be breached.  

Furthermore in the Zabadani-Idlib case, outside actors such as the UN, Iran and Turkey may 

have pressured parties to enter into arrangements that were unfavourable to factions on the 

ground in order to simply acquiesce to established alliances, rather than building of the 

authentic bargaining space, thus increasing the likelihood if subsequent breaches. In fact, 

some scholars have argued that the Assad Government has entered and sustained 

humanitarian ceasefire agreements for the sole purposes of diverting international 

condemnation (Integrity Research and Consultancy, 2014; Wijninckx and Oosterzee, 2014).  
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(B) SCRUTINIZING THE STUDY: POSSIBLE LIMITATIONS, BIASES AND 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS  

Thus the results demonstrate an interesting variation in comparison to theory that promulgates 

the post-liberal model of hybrid negotiations being the most affective in respect to indicators 

linked to the dependent variable. However there could be a number of methodological 

reasons, especially in regards to case selection, as to why the variation exists.  

For example, while the author selected the Yarmouk district case as it demonstrated a high 

degree of hybridity with authentic collaboration between local armed groups and their 

international supporters as well as strong support from the local Yarmouk community, little 

information is available on the process of determining mutual priorities and negotiation 

tactics. Thus it is possible that negotiation efforts were not genuinely representative of the 

needs, interests and strengths of both local and international actors, but were appropriated by 

the strongest party represented at the negotiation table. For example, perhaps the political 

leverage or financial backing of one party to the negotiations may have skewed talks in their 

favour thus lessening the authentic hybridity of those negotiations.  

This possible inaccuracy within the case selection is demonstrative of the difficulties 

associated with understanding the internal context and relationship between negotiators 

represented, especially in a highly volatile and complex environment such as Syria. Yet this 

limitation is based on speculation and the author took strident measures to ensure evidence 

was present that all local parties in the Yarmouk district, including residents as well as 

international actors, were satisfactorily represented during negotiations. In particular, 

evidence was provided that although negotiations were convened by external actors Dr. Agha 

and possibly Mr. Majdalani, local support was strong; negotiations were legitimate in the eyes 

of residents; all key local conflict parties were represented and signed the resulting 

agreement.  Should further evidence emerge as to the exact nature of discussions then future 

research may comment further on the degree to which hybridity was authentic during these 

talks including the ways in which parties determined their priorities, interests and negotiation 

conditions (Berghoff et al., 2007; Zartman and Berman, 1982). 

Furthermore, although the Yarmouk case was robust in respect to demonstrating cohesive 

internal and external relationships, strengthening its application as a hybrid case, the existing 

political structures in the district maybe have biased results and lessened the generalizability 

of the case across all populations within Syria. For example, there are few Syrian cases in the 

author’s knowledge where civil society and political representation, such as Palestinian 

factions in Yarmouk, was not broken down or destroyed in the evolution of the Syrian 



 48 

conflict. As a result it may be argued that the continuing presence of original groups and 

organisations that can politically represent the local population, which had not been diluted or 

become partial to conflict parties as a consequence of war, may in fact distort the 

generalizability of results.  

However in the Yarmouk case it is difficult to determine whether many of the key actors to 

the negotiations and signatories to the resulting humanitarian agreement, were civil and 

political activists or in fact conflict parties. Besides the local Yarmouk council, all other 

parties have clear roles in the conflict including many of which have undertaken overt violent 

attacks in the region and beyond, although they may have not been considered violent, 

rebellious or aligned with existing terrorist or violent groups prior to the conflict. Thus their 

capacity for civilian political representation is arguably less significant if they can be 

considered conflict parties, and are therefore are more similar to other cases across Syria, 

lessening the potential for spurious results due the confounding factor of existing robust 

political representation, influence and advocacy capacity.  

Another possible confounding factor is that within the external case, negotiations were 

framed by bargaining between the Idlib towns of Fu’ah and Kafraya and the besieged city of 

Zabadani, a factor that did not exist in the other two cases. Critiques may contend that this 

additional factor impedes the ‘most similar’ x-centred design structure of this study, lessening 

unit homogeneity and leading to spurious comparison between cases. However bartering 

between the towns only increases the bargaining power of both sides, lessening asymmetries 

in terms of ‘bargaining chips’, the “tactical items of exchange value”, and increasing the 

impetus for negotiation (Zartman and Faure, 2005). The author would suggest that given both 

conflict parties held a town as a bargaining tool, this would in fact improve the outcomes of 

negotiation and make it more likely that the parties to respect the terms of the negotiated 

outcomes, rather then diminish humanitarian outcomes as indicated by the results.  

Additionally in respect to Idlib and Zabadani, it is evident that the humanitarian ceasefire 

agreement was largely strained by Russian airstrikes. This international interference in 

negotiated arrangements was not present in the other cases. Yet this case exemplified the 

externally facilitated negotiations therefore it is expected that these negotiations be more 

likely to engage key internationally parties than comparison to local negotiations. Thus it 

would be theoretically anticipated that the external case would be the least likely case to be 

disrupted by international military force. An explanation for this counterintuitive phenomena 

may also be explained by Cunningham (2010), that external parties may bring independent 

interests outside the goal of negotiating humanitarian aid and the cessation of conflict, thus 

prolonging the conflict, limiting the bargaining space and increasing the likelihood of 
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settlement breakdown. In this respect, the Russians may not have felt sufficiently included in 

the negotiations and perceived that the negotiations lead to increased benefit for opposing 

external interests, thus making it more likely that they disregard the terms of the agreement 

and increase their likelihood of targeting the area in future – a factor that would less present 

in the local and possibly hybrid cases.  

Continuing with geopolitical interference, it is likely that some critiques will highlight that 

armed groups may have entered humanitarian ceasefire agreements for the sole purposes of 

moving military interests from one location to another to address more important battles 

including entry of external states such as Russia and the US as conflict parties. However it is 

likely that all three cases will have felt the effects of military redeployment thus would be an 

additional aspect in the most similar case design. For example in March 2014 Government 

forces and Hezbollah recaptured the strategically important town of Yabroud, which 

represented what some considered as the last rebel stronghold (BBC News, 2014b, 2016b; 

Sasson, 2015). This event happened only a few weeks after signing of both the local Barzeh 

and hybrid Yarmouk agreements in January and February 2014 respectively. Additionally in 

December 2013 the UK and US had ceased non-lethal support for Syrian rebels in the north 

following Daesh capturing large parts of the area previously under FSA control (Sasson, 

2015). A combination of these events may have led armed groups in both the Barzeh and 

Yarmouk cases to enter into negotiations in order to redeploy armed forces into areas of 

greater need such as north Syria and to support ongoing fighting in Yabroud. Furthermore, in 

June 2015 a number of important battles were being fought in Tal Abyad, Kobane and 

Hassakeh, and by September 2015 Russia had begun its first airstrikes in the country (BBC 

News, 2016b). Likewise therefore the external Zabadani-Idlib may have been a result of 

military readjustments.  

Additionally there may be concerns regarding secondary data collection. Although secondary 

data is efficient and economical to collect, as well as being necessary in the case of protracted 

ongoing conflict in Syria that did not allow for the author to collect primary data, it may also 

lack reliability and validly. Although the author took a number of measures outlined in the 

design section to ensure that secondary data was authenticated, including triangulating with a 

number of trustworthy sources, the reliability of data sources varied between indicators and 

cases. For example, although the number of people provided with humanitarian aid as a result 

of the negotiations could often be reliably confirmed through UN and ICRC reporting, even 

within the traditional international humanitarian communities’ reporting, data sometimes 

varied. For example data provided by SARC as well as different UN agencies such as WFP, 

OCHA and UNHCR sometimes conflicted, thus the author took a consistent approach by 
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prioritising OCHA data in the few cases where inconsistencies existed and where data could 

not be confirmed through a reliable third party source.  

Additionally there were many conflicting reports regarding the exact number of people 

located within specific areas thus the author prioritised the most reliable data available and 

ensured that in as much as possible data was triangulated with other trusted sources. 

However, should these numbers be inaccurate then the exact percentage of people provided 

with humanitarian aid as a result of negotiations may be spurious. Yet even if there is some 

discrepancy in the exact figures, the ordinal categorisation of these figures (namely high, 

medium, or low) will address small variation and ensure that the final comparison between 

cases is accurate overall. Furthermore all data fulfilled the proximity criteria, in that all 

sources were close in time and space to the cases and the author ensured that biased reporting 

was effectively triangulated (Höglund and Öberg, 2011).  
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6. CONCLUSION 

While humanitarian agencies are struggling to meet complex needs on the ground in Syria, 

the UN and interested external states are actively pursuing a nationwide ceasefire agreement 

through international mediation efforts. Yet without humanitarian assistance the voice of the 

people affected by the conflict is likely to be lost or drowned out by political elites and the 

leaders of conflict parties. Therefore humanitarian negotiations on the ground are not only 

important to ensure that aid reaches the most conflict-affected communities in Syria but also 

to ripen the wider environment that enables conflict parties, as well local populations, engage 

in national discussions regarding peace. Yet the literature has little to say regarding the type 

of humanitarian negotiations that support aid delivery and associated security arrangements in 

specific areas of Syria. While there is a wider debate present regarding the strengths and 

weakness of engaging local, external and hybrid actors in negotiations and conflict 

management processes more broadly, this literature has neither been sufficiently applied 

academically to the Syria context nor to humanitarian action. Thus this study undertook an 

explorative case study to investigate whether humanitarian outcomes are best negotiated 

through local, external or hybrid structures, at a time when the conflict it at its most complex 

and need is the greatest than it has been in the war that has waged for over half a decade.  

After investigating the applicable attributes of liberal and indigenous conflict management 

theories, the author explored post-liberal theory to argue that by drawing on the strengths of 

both local and external parties in authentically collaborative negotiations, hybrid negotiation 

structures are best placed to secure humanitarian access and accompanying ceasefire 

arrangements. However, during comparative study, the hypothesis was nullified in favour of 

localised negotiations. Explicitly, while holding all possible confounders constant such as 

siege tactics, strategic value, population size and humanitarian need, the data indicated that 

local negotiations result in a high degree of humanitarian aid being delivered to vulnerable 

populations, high implementation of humanitarian agreements and adherence to the period of 

the humanitarian ceasefire. In comparison both external and hybrid negotiations were found 

to have significantly less aid delivery, implementation and ceasefire adherence.  

Although this study constitutes an explorative investigation and did not specifically set out to 

evaluate the causal mechanism that lead to outcomes, the author did provide some theoretical 

reasoning based on the factual evidence of the cases as to why local negotiators had greatest 

success. Namely, leveraging traditional and local practices of the precise area in question 

results in greater legitimacy and community support for the negotiations, thus contributing to 

a higher degree of community pressure on the parties to enter, implement and adhere to the 
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results of negotiations. Thus the theoretical argument made by liberal scholars that external 

actors have the greatest influence on conflict parties by providing incentives, deterrents and 

monitoring of negotiations and resulting agreements was not supported by this analysis.  

Furthermore, local negotiators arrived with and sustained a higher degree of trust with the 

conflict parties, that enabled them to enter and adhere to humanitarian agreements, due their 

enhanced ability to address information asymmetries as a result of a more nuanced and in-

depth understanding of the needs, constraints and cultural conflict management architecture 

most appropriate to armed groups in that specific locality. Furthermore, it is likely that in the 

Syria context, external parties have discrete individual interests that skew their ability to find 

a peaceful resolution or negotiate humanitarian access, likely prolonging the conflict.  

This study therefore makes an important contribution to the peace and conflict field, 

specifically liberal, indigenous and post-liberal scholarship, as it is the first of its kind to 

provide scholarly evidence that it is in fact local negotiators that are best placed to manage 

and facilitate localised humanitarian negotiations in Syria. Contrary to liberal scholarship, 

external influence did not result in conflict parties being more likely to enter negotiations or 

adhere to agreed outcomes. Nor was post-liberal theory supported in that authentic 

collaboration between local and international actors did not result in robust humanitarian 

outcomes. Instead indigenous conflict management was strongly supported by this study.  

This research also raises a number of policy implications. Most importantly, humanitarian 

actors must empower respected local leaders to engage conflict parties for the purposes of 

securing humanitarian access.  In order to empower locals, firstly a greater amount of trust 

must be afforded to local actors. Therefore the international community including the UN 

must develop the architecture that enables local leaders to engage with the traditional 

humanitarian community on their own terms, dictate the method of negotiations and provide 

leading input into conflict management structures. This will require drastic amendments in 

the international humanitarian system, as called for by UN member states for a number of 

years - resulting in the World Humanitarian Summit held in mid 2016. Yet commentary on 

initial preparations of the Summit indicate that the transformative changes that are required 

will not result (MSF International, 2016). If this is the case, then the UN and the traditional 

humanitarian community must construct avenues for building the capacity and providing the 

operational support to local leaders engaging in negotiations with conflict parties. 

Significantly, the international community must take a ‘hands off’ approach and acknowledge 

that while each local negotiation may be conducted very differently, it is necessary in order to 

be tailored towards to the conflict parties in that specific locality. It is outside the scope of 

study however to comment on the ethical implications as to how this may be conducted.  
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The international community will also have to categorically rethink counterterrorism 

mandates. While counterterrorism and International Humanitarian Law both seek to improve 

protection of civilians, tensions arise when the former prevents humanitarian organisations 

from negotiating with or seeking assistance from individuals or groups that are considered to 

be associated with terrorist groups but who would otherwise be candid interlocutors 

(Mechoulan, 2015; Pantuliano et al., 2011). There may be legitimate concerns in this respect 

given evidence that some fighters have travelled to Syria under the guise of humanitarian 

work, leading to a lack of oversight and accountability regarding where relief is delivered 

(Briggs and Silverman, 2014). As a result donors are siding with particular partners, not only 

politically but also within the humanitarian system, leading to incoherent and sometimes 

uncoordinated assistance that is not effectively targeting the most vulnerable in Syria. 

However, these concerns are very often exacerbated and the extent to which fighters inhibit 

humanitarian negotiations is not well understood. In fact this analysis demonstrates that 

including local fighters can improve negotiation outcomes.  Furthermore, many groups that 

are captured by counterterrorism legislation are in fact moderate. As such, both the traditional 

humanitarian system as well as donors must be more willing to work with a range of local 

actors where it is appropriate.  

Finally, this analysis has paved the way for further research and testing of the specific causal 

mechanisms that lead local negotiations to result in improved humanitarian access and 

associated security arrangements. It would be useful if, with additional time and resources, 

future studies could provide more in-depth analysis of significantly more case studies in 

Syria. Specifically the author recommends a large-N study as a possible next step in this 

respect in order to capture and compare the full gamete of humanitarian negotiations in Syria. 

A larger study will help to determine the exact variants, commonalities and patterns of local 

negotiations across the country, in order to develop recommendations on the behaviours, 

leaders and coaching methods that best support humanitarian outcomes.  
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8. ANNEXES    

Annex 1.  International parties and proxy wars in Syria, as of October 2015 (Gilsinan, 2015)  

 

 



 67 

Annex 2. Truces in Syria, 2011 until June 2014 (Integrity Research and Consultancy, 2014) 

 

Annex 3. Map of causalities in Syrian cities, as of 5 April 2016 (Syria Deeply, 2016) 
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Annex 4. Besieged areas of Idlib Governorate (The Syria Institute & PAX, 2016). 

 

Annex 5. Russian Airstrikes, December 13-21 2015 (Kozak, 2015b) 
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Annex 6.  Deaths in Barzeh and Qaboun, start of the conflict until Dec 2011 (Evans, 2011) 

 

Annex 7. Demolitions in Barzeh (Human Rights Watch, 2014) 
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Annex 8. Yarmouk Victims According to Cause of Death (Al-Ali, 2015)   

 

Annex 9. Photograph of crowds in Yarmouk lining for aid, taken by UNRWA in January 

2014, leading to widespread international condemnation (Gunness, 2016; Steele, 2015) 

 


	OLE_LINK1

