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Paper (10): Evaluating the Success of Early Recovery and
Livelihood (ERL) Projects: A Case Study of Takaful Al Sham
Organization

Abstract

This paper aims to evaluate how Early Recovery and Livelihoods (ERL)
activities in north-west Syria (NWS) utilize effective measurement
approaches and assess the success of these interventions in reducing human
suffering, meeting economic needs, and contributing to development. Using
Takaful Al Sham as a case study, the paper analyzes the extent to which
monitoring, and evaluation departments (M&E) implement evaluations for
early recovery interventions with a focus on sustainable impact measurement.
The analysis identifies best practices and improvement areas, particularly
aligning with international standards such as the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) criteria®™, according to the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the Core Humanitarian Standard
(CHS)®@, as well as other robust evaluation methods.

This paper concludes that the best way to ensure the sustainability of ERL
projects is to diversify funding sources; and fostering public-private
partnerships by providing micro-loans, promoting policy reforms, and
establishing financial service hubs. These measures, coupled with income
protection strategies like financial literacy training, savings schemes,
income diversification training, all help beneficiaries manage variability and
price fluctuations. Encouraging businesses that address unmet local needs and
supporting cooperative models reduce market saturation while promoting
resilience. Engaging local communities throughout the project’s life cycle
ensures that interventions are aligned with their needs, and diversifying
livelihood interventions such as Small and Medium Enterprises (SME),
income-generating projects, and vocational training strengthens local
capacity. Additionally, advocating for flexible, multi-year funding models
allows organizations to adapt to shifting needs. Prioritizing infrastructure

M OECD, Applying Evaluation Criteria Thoughtfully, OECD Publishing, Paris, (2021) on:
https://doi.org/10.1787/543e84ed-en
@ CHS Alliance, Core Humanitarian Standards, (2024): https://www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/
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rehabilitation and developing evaluation frameworks aligned with SDG and
CHS further supports long-term impact and robust monitoring.

1. Introduction

Syria is in the top five regional appeals worldwide, covering the crisis-
affected neighboring countries at $ 5.5 billion®. As the arrivals enter their
thirteenth year, Syria faces a catastrophe of unprecedented magnitude; new
emergencies are adding to the existing crisis and taking a heavy toll on the
people living in the country®. Protracted displacement, economic decline,
global inflation, escalation of hostilities, and the aftermath of the earthquakes
that struck south-east Turkiye and north-west Syria in February 2023 are
some of the biggest challenges people in NWS face today. The compounding
crises have resulted in an estimated 16.7 million people in need of
humanitarian assistance across the country in 2024. In NWS, out of a
population of 5.02 million, 4.2 million are deemed to be in need (74% are
women and children), including 3.65 million food-insecure people and 3.4
million internally displaced persons (IDPs).

People in need of ERL have increased over the last three years: in 2022
13.8m, in 2023 15.3m, and in 2024 15.4m. 43 sub-districts are in severe need
of ERL according to the Syria response ERL cluster®. In September 2023,
75% of households in NWS relied on labor jobs, with a monthly income of
less than 60 USD. Additionally, 50% reported consistent unemployment. In
the absence of sufficient income, many households resorted to severe coping
mechanisms, such as having children under 15 years old engage in labor
(20%), marrying off a child under 18 (2.4%), and participating in socially
degrading, exploitative, or hazardous income-generating activities (8%). The

® See e.g. OCHA. Global Humanitarian Overview: Press Release. Geneva: OCHA, (2024):
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/global-humanitarian-overview-2024-un-launches-46-billion-appeal-2024-global-
humanitarian-outlook-remains-bleak-enar

@ OCHA Syria. Syrian Arab Republic: Humanitarian Needs Overview Syria OCHA. (February 2024) p.13:
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-2024-humanitarian-needs-overview-february-
2024

® OCHA Syria. Syrian Arab Republic: Humanitarian Needs Overview Syria OCHA. (February 2024) p. 11:
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-2024-humanitarian-needs-overview-february-
2024
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livelihood situation was notably worse for IDPs living in camps in Idlib
compared to those in northern Aleppo®.

This paper aims to examine the extent to which successful ERL projects are
implemented in NWS, illustrated by the case of Takaful Al Sham; and how
they reduce human suffering, meet economic needs, and contribute to
development in northwest Syria. It also evaluates to what extent (MEAL)
departments are implementing evaluations for early recovery interventions.
By analyzing the organizations’ approaches to sustainable impact
measurement and its integration of sustainability components, the paper seeks
to identify the best practices and lessons learned for enhancing the
effectiveness and sustainability of ERL interventions in humanitarian
contexts.

RQ1: What is the extent to which Takaful Al Sham implements successful
ERL projects, and how is it reducing human suffering, meeting economic
needs, and contributing to development in NWS?

RQ2: How effectively are sustainable impact measurement techniques used
for ERL interventions in NWS?

RQ3: What challenges do the Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability, and
Learning (MEAL) departments face in implementing advanced impact
evaluation methods?

2. Methodology

The paper employs various methodologies to ensure a holistic view of the
issue. How to evaluate ERL projects, features of effective ERL interventions,
the importance of impact evaluation, and its applicability in NWS. The paper
involved analyzing Takaful Al Sham's achievements as one of the largest
local humanitarian organizations working in NWS in the ERL sector over the
years. It is an excellent case study to assess the extent to which it implements
successful ERL projects and how it reduces human suffering, meets economic
needs and contributes to development in NWS.

® Syria REACH Initiative. Economic Deprivation in Northwest Syria. April 2024.
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/economic-deprivation-northwest-syria-april-2024
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The paper involved nine heads and coordinators of Monitoring, Evaluation,
Accountability, and Learning (MEAL) departments. Even though, the sample
IS not systematically representative of all organizations, it provides indicative
information about the current application of short and long-term impact
evaluation for ERL interventions. Data was collected in July and Sep 2024.
Five key informant interviews were conducted with experts from local
communities in NWS. Participants were chosen based on purposive sampling,
with criteria including their knowledge of the implemented intervention from
community leaders and representatives. Also, a survey was conducted during
a conference with early recovery experts from more than 50 local and
international  organizations, including institutional donors like the
USAID's Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA).

Forty-eight respondents answered a questionnaire related to the most critical
risks and challenges that face sustainable interventions in ERL programs in
NWS.

2.1 Literature Review

Early recovery is a vital element of any effective humanitarian response. It is
an integrated, inclusive, and coordinated approach to gradually turn the
dividends of humanitarian action into sustainable crisis recovery, resilience
building, and development opportunities (. The global early recovery and
livelihood cluster defines ERL as follows: The ERL is never just a phase. It
is a multidimensional process of recovery that begins in the early days of a
humanitarian response. Another definition of ERL is an approach that
addresses recovery needs that arise during the humanitarian phase of an
emergency, using humanitarian mechanisms that align with development
principles. It enables people to use the benefits of humanitarian action to seize
development opportunities, build resilience, and establish a sustainable
recovery process from the crisis.

(™ GCER. Guidance Note on Inter-Cluster Early Recovery. Global Cluster for Early Recovery, UN Development
Program, 2016. Relief Web. https://reliefweb.int/report/world/guidance-note-inter-cluster-early-recovery-january-
2016.
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2.2 The Importance of ERL Interventions in Humanitarian Work

Quick action is essential to save lives and restore order while laying the
groundwork for sustainable recovery and long-term development from the
start of humanitarian response. This requires response strategies that support
local ownership, build resilience, promote equality, and strengthen the
affected population's ability to handle future crises. Humanitarian
organizations must understand the root causes and vulnerabilities to ensure
their efforts catalyze sustainable development. Therefore, conducting impact
assessments is crucial to measure the effectiveness of responses and pave the
way for ERL interventions.

2.3 Why Impact Evaluation?

According to the World Bank report, Impact Evaluation in Practice
development programs and policies are generally created to change specific
outcomes, such as increasing income levels, enhancing educational
achievements, or reducing health issues®. However, whether these desired
changes are realized remains a critical question for public policy that is
frequently overlooked. Typically, program managers and policymakers
concentrate on controlling and measuring program inputs and immediate
outputs, such as the amount of money spent or the number of textbooks
distributed, rather than evaluating whether the programs have successfully
met their primary objectives of improving overall well-being.

® Gertler, Paul J., Sebastian Martinez, Patrick Premand, Laura B. Rawlings, and Christel M. J. Vermeersch (2016).
Impact Evaluation in Practice. Washington, DC: World Bank Publications.
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3. Field Findings

3.1 Practical Findings of Current Impact Evaluation Used by
MEAL Departments in NWS:

Impact evaluations are vital in the shift towards evidence-based
policymaking, emphasizing outcomes rather than just input. MEAL practices
are central to this approach, providing tools to assess program quality,
efficiency, and effectiveness.

Conducting impact evaluations through their MEAL departments is crucial
for civil society organizations. These evaluations provide the necessary
evidence to demonstrate the success of interventions, secure funding, and
guide policy decisions. These organizations can ensure their programs are
effective and contribute to long-term development goals by focusing on actual
outcomes.

3.2 The Most Common Techniques of Impact Evaluation Used in
Emergencies and Development

Impact evaluation techniques and their level of adoption in ERL interventions
by MEAL departments in north-west Syria. To begin, it is crucial to go
through the types of impact evaluation that can be used in humanitarian work.
The most used robust impact evaluation techniques are the following:

e Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs): RCTs randomly assign
participants to a treatment group or a control group to measure the causal
impact of an intervention. RCTs are considered the gold standard in impact
evaluation due to their ability to minimize bias.

e Case Studies: Case studies involve in-depth analysis of a particular
instance or small number of cases within their real-life context. They
provide detailed qualitative insights but are not typically generalizable.

e The OECD-DAC (The Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development's Development Assistance Committee) criteria framework
includes relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability.
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Cost-benefit analysis: This technique compares the costs of an intervention
to its benefits, quantifying both in monetary terms. It helps determine if
the intervention's benefits outweigh its costs, but it does not establish
causality.

Pre-and-Post Surveys (Base/End-line): These surveys measure outcomes
before and after an intervention to assess changes over time. While they
show trends, they cannot definitively attribute changes to intervention
without a comparison group.

Model-Based Impact Analysis: Uses statistical models to estimate the
impact of an intervention by controlling other variables. This method relies
on assumptions and existing data, providing flexibility in complex
scenarios.

Interrupted Time Series (ITS): Analyzes data points before and after an
intervention to identify if the intervention caused a significant change. It
helps evaluate the impact of policies but requires many data points.

Quasi-Experimental Designs: These designs, such as matching or
difference-in-differences, estimate the causal impact without random
assignment. They attempt to create a control group that mimics the
counterfactual but is more prone to bias than RCTs.

Instrumental Variables: This method uses an external variable unrelated to
the independent variable to estimate an intervention's causal effect. It
addresses issues of bias but requires strong assumptions about the validity
and relevance of the instrument.

Mixed Methods: Combines qualitative and quantitative approaches to
understand comprehensively the intervention's impact. This method offers
both breadth and depth but can be complex to implement.

Natural Experiments: Natural experiments exploit naturally occurring
events that create similar conditions to random assignments. They offer
causal insights without deliberate intervention but are dependent on the
presence of a suitable natural event.
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3.3 The Most Used Impact Evaluation Techniques in NWS

To reach the paper's objective of measuring the use of crucial impact
evaluation techniques by organizations in NWS and to assess their MEAL
departments. The survey involved nine organizations, six local and three
international—targeting M&E managers and coordinators. The data was
analyzed to compare local and international organizations using sustainable
impact evaluations, the challenges faced, and proposed solutions to enhance
the sustainability and effectiveness of humanitarian work. The questionnaire
and raw data are included in the appendix.

The data revealed that among the local organizations surveyed, 66.7%
reported using case studies and Pre-and-Post surveys (Base/End-line) as part
of their evaluation methods. Mixed Methods were utilized by 50% of the
organizations, while Model-Based Impact Analysis and other techniques,
such as those based on OECD criteria, were each employed by 16.7% of the
organizations. Notably, advanced evaluation techniques like RCTs, Cost-
Benefit Analysis, ITS, Quasi-Experimental Designs, Instrumental Variables,
and Natural Experiments were not used at all by any of the local
organizations.; Thus indicating a limited adoption of more complex
methodologies.

In comparison, international organizations showed a broader use of impact
evaluation techniques. Like local organizations, 66.7% of international
organizations reported using Case Studies and Pre-and-Post Surveys
(Base/End-line). However, Mixed Methods were also used by 66.7% of these
organizations; showing a slightly higher adoption rate than their local
counterparts. Additionally, 33.3% of international organizations employed
Model-Based Impact Analysis, Quasi-Experimental Designs, and Natural
Experiments. Despite this broader use, advanced techniques such as RCTSs,
Cost-Benefit Analysis, ITS, and Instrumental Variables were still absent in
the evaluations conducted by international organizations.
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Instrumental Variables 0%
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Figure 1: Comparison of the different usage of impact evaluation techniques between local and
international organizations.
Source: Prepared by the author.
The analysis reveals that case studies and pre-and-post Surveys are the
evaluation techniques most used by local and international organizations,
each with a 66.7% adoption rate. However, local organizations rely more on
a narrower set of methods; while international organizations show slightly
more variety, but still lack advanced techniques like RCTs and Cost-Benefit
Analysis. Notably, 33.3% of organizations reported not using impact
evaluation techniques, significantly lowering overall adoption rates. The
findings highlight the need for targeted capacity building and resource
allocation to enhance the use of advanced evaluation methods, particularly
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among local organizations, to improve the effectiveness and sustainability of
humanitarian efforts in north-west Syria

3.4 Challenges Organizations Face Implementing Impact
Evaluations in NWS

The analysis highlights critical challenges local and international
organizations face in implementing sustainable impact evaluation techniques.

- Funding constraints: All organizations (100%) identified lack of funding
as the primary barrier; emphasizing the need for more financial resources.

- Lack of training: 80% of organizations reported insufficient training,
indicating capacity-building needs.

- Short funding-cycles: 66.7% mentioned that short-term funding limits
their ability to assess long-term impacts.

- Lack of skilled personnel: 44.4% cited a shortage of human resources as a
challenge, even when funding and training are available.

- Donor misalignment: 33.3% of organizations, mainly local, noted that
donor priorities often do not align with the need for sustainable impact
evaluation.

- Management support: Lack of management support was also identified as
a hindrance, although not quantified.

4. Case Study of Takaful Al Sham

4.1 Establishment of Takaful Al Sham (TAS)

TAS was founded in 2012 by inspired youth volunteers to support their
communities following the conflict in Syria. Due to the growing needs, it was
necessary to transform into a more systematic organization, scale up
operations and collaborate with other actors to address emerging gaps.
Consequently, TAS was registered in Turkey in 2013 under the license
number 27-016-1799,

© Takaful Al Sham. "Who We Are." Accessed October 10, 2024. https://takafulalsham.org/en/who-we-are/.
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4.1.1 TAS mission

We work to alleviate human suffering and ensure equal rights and the
opportunity to live with dignity and security by providing Education,
Protection, and Power to Women, Youth, and Adolescents through scientific
methodologies and innovation.

4.1.2 TAS Vision

Empower humans to lead by example, by values, and to contribute to the
development of society and self.

4.1.3 TAS Values: include integrity, excellence, mutual learning,
resilience, and continuous learning.

Integrity

-

Continues

Learning Excellence

Mutual
Respect

Resilience

Figure 2: TAS Values
Source: Takaful Al Sham Profile
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4.2 TAS Main Objective

The most vulnerable men, women, girls, and boys in Takaful Al Sham's
accessible areas will meet their basic needs and education requirements,
enabling them to overcome negative coping mechanisms in the emergency
stage. While doing so, the resilience of individuals and their communities is
strengthened through livelihood initiatives, infrastructure rehabilitation, and
economic empowerment, with protection mainstreamed across all
programs9,

4.2.1 Between Humanitarian and Development Assistance:

TAS aims to leverage its experience in long-term projects to focus on
economic empowerment and climate change interventions while continuing
to address emergency needs. TAS is committed to enabling communities to
take charge of their own decisions and creating lasting change through its
initiatives.

4.2.2 TAS Implementation Approach Across Sectors:

Across all sectors, the TAS approach focuses on ensuring effectiveness,
sustainability, and community engagement by ensuring the following:

e Community-Centred Approach: Involves community members in all
project phases and forms Community Representative Committees (CRC)
for effective engagement.

e Integrated and Holistic Programming: Ensures programs across different
sectors are integrated to achieve a holistic impact.

e Evidence-Based Planning: Designs projects based on identified needs and
employs robust monitoring and evaluation frameworks for tracking
progress and adaptive management.

e Coordination and Collaboration: Coordinates activities through Clusters
and with humanitarian actors to maximize impact.

e Sustainability and Resilience: Integrates environmentally sustainable
practices, promotes economic resilience, and supports community
empowerment through vocational training and business grants.

9 Takaful Al Sham. TAS Profile 2024. https://takafulalsham.org/path-to/TAS-Profile-2024.pdf.
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e Flexibility and Adaptability: Designs adaptable programs with
contingency plans for various scenarios and incorporates innovation when
applicable.

e Inclusivity and Equity: Focuses on inclusivity, equity, and gender equality,
targeting the most vulnerable groups and empowering women and girls.

4.2.3 Localization is a Top Priority for TAS:

TAS believes that localization is essential for empowering communities,
ensuring sustainability, strengthening local capacities, and fostering
resilience by which it can create a lasting impact; this approach allows for
interventions to be efficiently tailored to meet local needs. Localization is
achieved through:

e Localization as a Priority: TAS prioritizes localization to empower
communities, ensure sustainability, build local capacity, and foster
resilience, tailoring interventions to local needs for lasting impact.

e Contextual Understanding: TAS, as a local NGO, has deep insight into
cultural, social, economic, and political dynamics, enabling it to identify
pressing community needs and adapt to changes swiftly.

e Building Trust and Relationships: TAS focuses on establishing and
maintaining trusted relationships within communities, gaining acceptance
crucial for effective response.

e Ensuring Cultural Sensitivity: TAS understands local customs and norms,
ensuring culturally sensitive and contextually appropriate interventions.

e Advocacy: TAS advocates for localization through its membership in
various platforms, participating in policy dialogues and decision-making
to ensure INGOs and donors consider local voices.

4.2.4 ERL Program Strategy in TAS:

Community Empowerment: TAS focuses on improving access to essential
services and infrastructure by rehabilitating and rebuilding schools, markets,
water stations, and roads, ensuring vital services are accessible to community
members.

Individual Empowerment, with a Focus on Women: TAS provides vocational
training, apprenticeships, and financial support to equip individuals,
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especially women, with the skills and knowledge needed to impact their lives,
families, and communities positively.

Throughout all its activities, TAS prioritizes environmental protection by
adopting environmentally friendly technologies, which ensures a reliable and
eco-friendly energy supply and promotes sustainability alongside community
development.

TAS has developed a comprehensive ERL strategy focusing on transitioning
from immediate relief to sustainable development. The strategy operates on
two levels: community empowerment through rehabilitating essential
services and infrastructure and individual empowerment via vocational
training, apprenticeships, and financial support for business development.
Additionally, TAS is committed to building climate-resilient infrastructure,
using environmentally friendly technologies to address the ongoing water
crisis and ensure a sustainable supply of essential services. This approach
aims to enhance resilience, promote long-term recovery, and foster self-
reliance in crisis-affected communities.

4.3 TAS Achievements in ERL Interventions

Table 1: TAS Achievements in ERL Interventions

4 Main Unit Exact Direct Indirect
interventions value ($) | beneficiaries | beneficiaries
1 Business Grant | 1261 6255
expansion grants.
p | Crantsfornew | cone | 908 4540
business.
g | Entrepreneurship | po e | 216 1966
training
Small project
4 | proposal (writing | People 1947 1397
EXercises).
Technical training
5 for food People 159 159
processing.
Technical training
6 | forthe detergent | People 10 10
industry.
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7 Cas(%‘;’\;v‘;‘fork People 870 4350
Creating a
8 commercial Market 2 300 20000
market.
Market
9 restoration. Market 18 17950 375446
10 | Shops restoration. Shop 514 2570 551
11 | Road restoration. KM 23.503 2575 475268
12 | Rubble removal. M3 56000 0 4200
Internal
vocational
13 training in People 1526 1855
vocational
training centers.
14 | Apprenticeships | 5000 | gq9 4060
in the workplace.
Rehabilitation of
15 the sewage KM 0.725 551
network.
Rehabilitation of
a station in a Water
16 drinking water Station ! 551
network.
17 School Class 27 931
maintenance.

Source: TAS Output Achievements 20239

(9 Takaful Al Sham. TAS Output Achievements. 2023: TAS Output Achievements 2023 .xIsx
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5. Impact Evaluation Findings of Sample of TAS ERL

Projects

Evaluation methodology and criteria used as part of the practical aspects to
evaluate the sustainable impact of the market road rehabilitation in the sub-
district of Al-Atarib in Aleppo Governorate 15 months after finalizing the
project. This paper collected data from these experts to assess the project
using the OECD-DAC criteria framework.

The key findings after analyzing the data are as follows:

Out of the shops that received grants for expansion; 73% reported that they
hired new workers as a direct result of the grants.

72% of the shops that received grants to start new projects reported that
their projects are still active, profitable, and operational.

For the shops that reported increased income; 79% reported that their
income increased.

85% of local businesses near rehabilitated roads reported increased
customer traffic and sales.

70% of graduates from VET (The Veterinary Development Program)
secured new employment or advanced in their current positions within six
months of completing the training.

68% of local community leaders observed positive changes in community
development due to enhanced skills and capabilities among residents.
Based on data from stores that reported an increase in their income; the
stores that received expansion grants experienced a revenue increase
ranging from 15% to 30%.

60% of market vendors operating in rehabilitated areas reported expanding
their businesses due to improved access and increased customer flow.
65% of Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) indicated a positive impact due

to using sustainable materials and improved drainage systems that reduce
the risk of flooding.

90% of the respondents mentioned that the project was efficiently
implemented; with strong adherence to the specified schedule despite
minor weather-related delays.
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e 85% of key informants interviewed confirmed that targeting the market
with grant projects to expand the businesses of shop owners has led to
increased job opportunities in the market and improved the income of grant
recipients. However, 40% of them emphasized that the grant amount
should be tailored according to the type of profession since some
professions require more expensive equipment to be able to utilize the
grants.

5.1 The Main Risks that Pose the Greatest Threat to the
Sustainability of Interventions in NWS

In another survey, TAS surveyed nearly all international and national
organizations and institutional donors actively supporting Syria's
humanitarian response about the potential risks that pose the greatest threat to
the sustainability of interventions in NWS. The analysis of 48 participants
highlights that the most significant risks to the sustainability of interventions
in NWS are security instability (15%), political and economic tensions
(14%), and market saturation (13%). These external factors disrupt
operations, reduce investor confidence, and create competition that
challenges project success. Other significant concerns include price
fluctuations (12%) and money transfer challenges (11%), which hinder
financial stability. Risks like fraudulent activities (6%), lack of clear
commercial laws (10%), and tensions between displaced people and residents
(9%) further complicate project sustainability. In comparison, internal
challenges such as lack of skills (3%) and low motivation (1%) are considered
less critical but still significant. The table below illustrates more details about
potential risks in the context:

Table 2: Risks posing the greatest threat to the sustainability of interventions in
NWS

Potential risks outlined below that pose the
greatest threat to the sustainability of
interventions in NWS
Security instability affects the implementation of

# of % of
responses | responses

activities and forces people to flee. 22 15%
Political and economic tensions reduce investor
confidence. 20 14%

-270-



Evaluating the Success of Early Recovery and Livelihood (ERL) Projects

Market saturation with similar businesses impacts the
sustainability. 18 13%
Price fluctuations and their impact on income. 17 12%
Money Transfer Challenges (PTT and FSP). 16 11%
The lack of clear commercial laws discourages the start
or development of businesses. 14 10%
Tensions between IDPs and host community  arising
from selection mechanisms. 13 9%
Fraudulent activities: beneficiaries receive wages
without performing the actual work. 6 4%
Misuse of funds by beneficiaries, e.g., purchasing
unnecessary equipment and reselling it. 5 4%
Supporting fraudulent, harmful, or non-existent projects. 5 4%
Lack of necessary skills and experience among
beneficiaries in managing projects. 4 3%
Low motivation and high dropout rates among trainees. 2 1%

Source: Prepared by the author

5.2 The Main Challenges that Pose the Greatest Threats to the
Sustainability of Interventions in NWS

Regarding the challenges that pose the greatest threats to the sustainability of
early recovery interventions. Thirty-one respondents from various
international non-governmental organizations and local non-governmental
organizations, and donors emphasized that challenges related to sustainability
in livelihood interventions are external constraints, such as donor focus on
emergency response (15%), lack of markets (13%), and short project
durations (12%). Other significant challenges include infrastructure
deficiencies (9%) and the impact of currency depreciation (11%). These
factors indicate that financial instability and logistical issues heavily affect
long-term livelihood interventions. Lesser but relevant concerns include
issues related to project maintenance and beneficiary engagement.

The table below illustrates more details about the challenges that threaten
sustainability:
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Table 3: Challenges pose the greatest threats to the sustainability of ERL
interventions in northwest Syria

Which challenges pose the greatest threats

S # of % of
to the sustainability of early recovery responses | res oonses
interventions in NWS? P P
Donors' focus on emergency response projects
makes it difficult for local organizations to design 14 15%
sustainable livelihood interventions.
Lack of markets to distribute products and goods. 12 13%
The short duration of ERL-funded projects affects
. . 11 12%
the quality of operations.
The impact of currency depreciation, inflation, and
Y . 10 11%
humanitarian funding cuts on markets.
Infrastructure deficiencies: Weak transportation
and electricity networks affected by the war
. . 8 9%
reduce productivity and the effectiveness of
income-generating activities.
Ensuring long-term maintenance and managing
potential wear and tear over time are critical 7 8¢
challenges to sustaining the benefits of °
infrastructure improvements.
Changes in demand or economic fluctuations
. o 6 6%
affect project sustainability.
Grant Amount vs. Inflation: Inflation erodes grant
value, leading to challenges due to varying 6 6%
exchange rates and distorting project evaluation.
Following up with beneficiaries after receiving 5 506
support requires resources not covered by projects.
Low participation in unpaid training. 5 5%
Competition with imported products. 4 4%
Tension between beneficiaries and non-
o 4 4%
beneficiaries.
Reduced market access due to the impact on roads. 1 1%

Source: Prepared by the author
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6. Conclusion

e The main aim of this paper was to evaluate the success of ERL projects in
NWS. As a result of the practical study conducted with MEAL managers,
it can be concluded that a significant proportion of organizations are
implementing impact evaluation to assess the sustainability of early
recovery and livelihood interventions. However, the use of advanced
methodologies, such as RCTs and cost-benefit analysis, remains limited.
The results indicated that 33.3% of organizations do not employ any
impact evaluation techniques related to the need for capacity building.
80% report insufficient training as a barrier to effective impact evaluation.
66 % of respondents find short-term funding cycles limit long-term
impact evaluation and 44.4% face challenges due to a shortage of skilled
personnel.

e As a result of the case study, TAS interventions had a sustainable impact
on businesses and the community, with grants leading to job creation and
sustained business and income increases, and improved infrastructure
boosted customer traffic and business expansion. Vocational training
helped graduates secure jobs or advance their careers, while community
leaders observed positive community development. The findings show the
importance of using sustainable infrastructure materials in market
rehabilitation. However, 40% of key informants suggested that grant
amounts should be tailored to different professions due to varying
equipment costs.

e The results concluded that the significant external risks to the
sustainability of interventions in NWS are security instability (15%) and
political and economic tensions (14%). These factors disrupt operations,
reduce investor confidence, and pose substantial threats to the long-term
success of projects in the region.

e A significant challenge to sustainability is the donor focus on emergency
response (15%) rather than long-term recovery, where emergency
interventions prevent the development of sustainable livelihood programs
that could support long-term recovery efforts.
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Financial risks such as market saturation (13%), price fluctuations (12%),
and money transfer challenges (11%) contribute to financial instability.
These issues limit economic growth and make it difficult for projects to
sustain beyond the initial intervention period.

. Recommendations

Diversifying funding sources and fostering public-private partnerships,
encourage local businesses to reduce dependence on single donors by
encouraging local businesses, providing micro-loans and advocating for
economic policy reforms at the local and regional levels that improve
investor confidence

Advocate initiatives to work with local authorities to develop and clarify
commercial laws that affect business startups, encourage small business
growth, and create temporary financial service hubs.

Implement income protection measures to help beneficiaries cope with
price fluctuations by providing training on financial literacy and budgeting
to help them manage income variability, establish community-based
savings schemes, and diversify income streams to reduce vulnerability to
price changes.

Promote diversified livelihood activities and focus on businesses that meet
unmet local needs to avoid market saturation, introduce new innovative
products or services with less competition, and encourage cooperative
models to allow beneficiaries to pool resources.

Encourage community and stakeholder involvement from design to
implementation to ensure that evaluations accurately reflect the needs and
aspirations of the target groups.

Diversify livelihood activities for small- and medium-sized enterprises,
Income-generating activities, and vocational and internship training
(SMEs, IGA, VET, Loans) based on community needs, vulnerability
criteria, and beneficiaries' technical capacity.
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e Advocate for flexible funding models by providing adaptable, multi-year
funding mechanisms that allow organizations to respond flexibly to
shifting needs and emerging crises.

e Prioritize rehabilitating critical infrastructure, including roads and
markets, fostering long-term resilience.

e Develop clear and comprehensive evaluation frameworks that align with
international standards such as OECD-DAC Criteria and the CHS as well
as other evaluation techniques illustrated in this study and share these
frameworks among different organizations to enhance their capacities.
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Abstract

1.

This paper aims to identify and analyze the financial sustainability of
philanthropic organizations in north-west Syria (NWS) by examining
relevant internal and external factors that influence this sustainability. The
analysis provides critical insights into the current situation and future
prospects of these organizations in these zones.

In addition to using secondary sources, eight semi-structured in-depth
interviews were conducted with top management members from eight
philanthropic organizations operating in NWS.

The findings revealed that various internal and external factors influence
the financial sustainability of these organizations. These include donor
funding policies, the indirect link between funding and the political
dynamics surrounding the Syrian crisis, the significant gap between
available charitable funds and actual needs, and the impact of the local
environment. Moreover, there are other factors related to philanthropic
organizations, such as the characteristics of these organizations; and their
lack of adherence to corporate governance rules, low efficiency in
managing finance and human resources, and low levels of disclosure and
transparency. Therefore, all the above factors have an impact on early
recovery in the study zones.

Introduction

Financial sustainability poses a significant challenge for organizations within
the philanthropic sector at the international and local levels. This challenge
primarily stems from the considerable humanitarian funding necessary to
address the repercussions of disasters, conflicts, and the profound
humanitarian crises that follow. Within this context, the conflict in Syria is
notable for being one of the longest-standing conflicts since its onset in 2012,
with its repercussions persisting to the present day.
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Similar to other countries affected by conflict, Syria has experienced a
fragmentation of territory shaping into zones of influence. Currently, there
are four distinct zones of influence, two of which are located in NWS, home
to an estimated 5 million people. Since 2012, these zones have witnessed
significant waves of displacement from other regions of Syria, resulting in an
increase in population density of approximately 600% between 2012 and
2022,

These zones generally suffer from economic deterioration, security
instability, and high population density; significantly impacting local
communities’ economic and social stability. The unemployment rate has
soared to over 85%, and approximately 80% of the population is living below
the poverty line(?.

Additionally, 40% of the population consists of Internally Displaced
Persons(IDPs), with a significant portion residing in formal and informal
camps. Amidst these challenges, several philanthropic organizations have
emerged, attempting to address some of the pressing needs within these zones
with the funding available to them.

The main problem of the paper lies in its attempt to diagnose the reality of
financial sustainability in philanthropic organizations operating in the north-
west zones of Syria. A significant proportion of these organizations suffer
from a major shortage in their financial resources and limited access to
external funding. Consequently, they are unable to meet the financial needs
required to address the demand from individuals in need.

The financial gap between supply and demand is substantial in the context of
philanthropic work within these zones. Additionally, some of the
organizations operating in these zones since 2012 are facing difficulty in
continuing due to the discontinuation of financial resources from external
donors.

Consequently, financial sustainability is among the most critical challenges
impacting the long-term viability of these organizations. Although it largely

® Hawasli, K (2022). Water Security: A Crisis Threatening Stability in Northern Syria, Syrian Dialogue Center,
Turkiye

@ Al Bdullah, M (2023). Determinants of the success of micro-enterprises in the private sector in northern Syria,
An analytical study, Omran Center for Strategic Studies, Istanbul.
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depends on the availability of external funding, there are also intrinsic factors
related to these organizations that contribute to their capacity for achieving
financial sustainability. Therefore, the primary research question of this study
Is:

What are the factors influencing the financial sustainability of philanthropic
organizations operating in northwest Syria?

On the other hand, the importance of the study stems from its focus on one of
the most prominent challenges facing philanthropic organizations operating
in NWS, namely the component of financial sustainability. The existence of
financial sustainability in these organizations is linked to their ability to
sustain philanthropic work in these zones.

Hence, examining this aspect and assessing the factors that influence it could
help overcome challenges encountered by a significant portion of
philanthropic organizations operating in these zones. Additionally, its
significance lies in being the inaugural study aimed at identifying the factors
impacting the financial sustainability of philanthropic organizations in these
zones based on the researcher’s knowledge. Furthermore, the findings of this
study can provide valuable insights for managers within the non-
governmental organization (NGO) sector and policymakers by highlighting
the threats to organizational viability and suggesting effective ways for
managing these challenges to enhance financial sustainability. Additionally,
policymakers can utilize the recommendations presented in this study to
identify key areas for future regulatory frameworks, thereby ensuring the
ongoing sustainability of these NGOs.

In light of the above, the objective of this paper is to analyze the current state
of financial sustainability among philanthropic organizations in NWS,
encompassing all relevant direct and indirect variables that are critical for
developing a comprehensive understanding of the present and future of these
organizations in these zones.

2. Methodology

The study population comprises all organizations that deliver charitable
programs in NWS and operate in sectors such as food security, livelihoods,
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health, education, water, protection, housing, and others. Approximately 50
organizations fall within this category.

This paper employed a descriptive-analytical methodology, which represents
the most suitable approach for this type of research, involving the systematic
collection, interpretation, and analysis of the data and information. The
research utilized a qualitative approach as an exploratory investigation of the
topic within these zones. The researcher conducted in-depth interviews as the
primary tool for gathering pertinent information, supplemented by a review
of available primary sources. The researcher conducted eight semi-structured
in-depth interviews with members of four philanthropic organizations
operating in NWS through the “Zoom” virtual conferencing program
between January and April of 2024). The organizations have been operating
since 2014 until the present time. These organizations are also classified as
being the largest in terms of charitable programs implemented in various
humanitarian sectors in the two zones of influence in NWS.

3. Literature review

Finance plays a major role in the success of most NGOs, yet many struggle
to survive long-term due to challenges with financial sustainability, even after
showing promising results initially®®. Typically, non-profit organizations
secure the necessary funds for their functioning through public grants,
contributions from individuals and businesses, membership fees, and
leveraging tangible and intangible assets(*->).

Financial sustainability in philanthropic organizations refers to their ability to
secure and maintain the necessary financial resources to support their mission
and activities over the long term®. Musah et al identified the financial
sustainability of an NGO as the ability of the organization to reallocate assets

® Conradie F. H (1999). Non-governmental organizations and financial sustainability, Development Southern
Africa, Vol. 16, No. 2, pp. 291-297.

@ Gras, D., & Mendoza-Abarca, K. 1. (2014). Risky business? The survival implications of exploiting commercial
opportunities by nonprofits, Journal of Business Venturing, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp. 392-404.

® Hodge, M. M., & Piccolo, R. F. (2005). Funding source, board involvement techniques, and financial vulnerability
in nonprofit organizations: A test of resource dependence, Nonprofit Management and Leadership, Vol. 16, No. 2,
pp. 171-190

®) Karanja, Jand Karuti, J. (2014). Assessment of Factors Influencing Financial Sustainability of Non-Governmental
Organizations in Isiolo County, Kenya, International Journal of Economics, Commerce and Management, United
Kingdom, Vol. I, Issue 9.
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in the wake of opportunities and threats and maintain a sound financial
balance over a long period®.

Achieving financial sustainability is crucial for philanthropic organizations to
effectively address the needs of their beneficiaries and contribute to positive
social impact. Conradie added the importance of organizations’ long-term
sustainability plans, which should not only include relations with funders but
also comprehensive strategies for earning ongoing income®).,

Many key factors contribute to financial sustainability in the context of
philanthropic organizations, some of these factors are linked to the internal
environment of organizations while others are linked to the external
environment in which they operate.

At the forefront of these factors is strategic planning, as philanthropic
organizations need to develop strategic plans that align with their mission and
goals®19, A well-defined strategy helps in setting priorities, allocating
resources, and identifying potential funding opportunities.

Another crucial factor is the diversification of funding sources, including
individual donations, grants, corporate sponsorships, own income
generation*1213 and other revenue streams, as relying on a single source
of funding can make an organization vulnerable. Besides that, the
organizations must adopt effective and coherent fundraising strategies to
attract financial support*®. This may include conducting partnerships,
campaigns, and events to involve donor entities and generate contributions.
The organization’s ability to establish long-term partnerships with donors and

™ Musah, A., Adjei, E. A., & Ibrahim, A. A. (2020). Determinants of financial sustainability of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in Ghana, The Journal of Accounting and Management, Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 49-68.

® Conradie F. H (1999). Op.Cit.

O Ibid.

(9 Mohamed, M & Muturi, W (2017). Factors influencing financial sustainability of local non-governmental
organizations in Puntland, Somalia, International Journal of Social Sciences and Information Technology, Vol. IlI,
Issue I, PP. 1612-1639.

(Y Musah, A., Adjei, E. A., & lbrahim, A. A. (2020). Op.Cit.

(2 Makeche, M. E & Chowa, T. (2023). A Study of the Factors that Determine Local NGO Financial Sustainability,
A Case of CIDRZ, International Journal of Innovative Science and Research Technology, Vol. 8, Issue 4, pp. 565-
576.

% Mohamed, M & Muturi, W (2017). Op.Cit.

(4 Sontag-Padilla, M. L. Staplefoote, L. & Gonzalez, K. (2012). Financial Sustainability for Nonprofit
Organizations, RAND Corporation, USA.

9 Shava, E. (2021). Financial sustainability of NGOs in rural development programs, Development in Practice,
Vol. 31, No. 3, pp. 393-403.
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establish durable networks within and between other philanthropic
organizations, the private sector and other stakeholders can contribute to
financial stability by fostering ongoing support and collaboration®-t’. Here
the organization must develop a marketing plan and innovative business
models as important tools related to financial sustainability 819,

The success of these organizations largely depends on their ability to
efficiently manage their resources through sound financial management
practices to minimize costs and maximize the impact of their programs. This
includes budgeting, prudent financial management, financial resource
development and monitoring to ensure resources are used effectively(?%-21-22
23)_ In the same context, building strong relationships and engagement with
the local community is essential for financial sustainability. This will likely
foster a sense of ownership and shared responsibility>®. Another important
factor is measuring and communicating the impact of donors’ and supporters’
contributions effectively and gaining their trust®®>2®, which makes it more
likely to attract ongoing financial support.

Financially sustainable organizations often must have robust governance
structures in place, such as good governance practices, including transparency
and accountability; and performance auditing based on financial
sustainability dimensions, which is crucial for maintaining the trust of donors
and stakeholders?’-28), In the same context, these organizations must have the
adaptability to changing economic, social, and political conditions that can
affect the funding landscape and be able to adjust their strategies to navigate

(9 Conradie F. H (1999). Op.Cit.

0 Musah, A., Adjei, E. A., & lbrahim, A. A. (2020). Op.Cit.

(8 Sontag-Padilla, M. L. Staplefoote, L. & Gonzalez, K. (2012). Op.Cit.

(9 Makeche, M. E & Chowa, T. (2023). Op.Cit.

@9 Chepkemoi, P & Njeru, A. (2017). The Effect of Financial Management and Practices on Financial Sustainability
of NGOs in Nairobi, International Journal of Science and Research, Vol. 6, No. 6, pp. 26-31.

@) ALshibe, M. (2022). The extent to which revenue diversification contributes to the financial sustainability of
non-profit organizations: a field study on some charities in the Makkah region, Scientific Journal of the Colleges of
Commerce Sector - Al-Azhar University, Vol. 27, No. 1, pp. 61-102.

(% Shava, E. (2021). Financial sustainability of NGOs in rural development programs, Development in Practice,
Vol. 31, No. 3, pp. 393-403.

@3 Kamaruddin, M & Ramli, N. (2015). Enhancing Financial Accountability of Islamic Philanthropic Organizations
Through Financial Disclosure, Online Journal Research in Islamic Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1, pp. 29-42.

@4 Sontag-Padilla, M. L. Staplefoote, L. & Gonzalez, K. (2012). Op.Cit.

@9 [pid.

@9 ALshibe, M. (2022). Op.Cit.

@) Makeche, M. E & Chowa, T. (2023). Op.Cit.

8 ALshibe, M. (2022). Op.Cit.
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changing circumstances while creating and maintaining financial reserves to
provide a safety net for them during times of financial uncertainty or
unexpected challenges®.

In the context of addressing the reality of financial sustainability for
philanthropic organizations in conflict zones; there are unique challenges
imposed by the working environments in these zones due to the complex and
often fragile nature of these environments®?., These challenges mainly
include political and economic instability and insecurity concerns. Making it
difficult for philanthropic organizations to operate consistently and hindering
the ability to attract and retain sustainable funding due to the donor’s
hesitance to engage in zones with ongoing uncertainties. Also, competition
for limited funds among various organizations can be intense. In the same
context, the donors to these zones may experience “conflict fatigue”, or
exhaustion, from continuous crises, leading to a reduced willingness to
contribute to philanthropic initiatives in conflict situations. This can impact
the long-term financial sustainability of organizations working in these zones.
Some argued that as a consequence of these factors, philanthropic
organizations must find feasible methods to maintain financial
sustainability®V); thereby preventing reductions in community services®2.

On the governance side, governance entities in conflict zones may have
limited capacity to regulate and support philanthropic activities. Regulatory
frameworks for non-profits and philanthropic organizations may be
underdeveloped, leading to uncertainties and challenges in obtaining legal
recognition and navigating bureaucratic processes.

Philanthropic organizations working with displaced communities and
vulnerable populations in conflict zones face challenges in providing
sustained support due to the fluid nature of these populations and the
associated financial strain. On the operational side, the work in these zones
often involves higher operational costs due to security concerns, logistics

@9 Shava, E. (2021). Op.Cit.

©9 Hydon, M & Seibel. D, H (2007), Microfinance in post-disaster and post-conflict situations: turning victims into
shareholders, Savings and Development, Vol. 31, No. 1, pp. 5-22.

G Besel, K.; Williams, C. L. & Klak, J. (2011). Nonprofit sustainability during times of uncertainty, Nonprofit
Management and Leadership, Vol. 22, No. 1, pp. 53-63.

A Kolk, A & Lenfant, F. (2012). Business—-NGO Collaboration in a Conflict Setting: Partnership Activities in
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Business & Society, Vol. 51, No. 3, pp. 478-511.
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challenges, and the need for specialized expertise. These increased costs can
strain the financial sustainability of philanthropic organizations. Also, the
organizations in these zones face a lack of reliable data, making it challenging
for philanthropic organizations to conduct needs assessments, track impact,
and present evidence-based reports to attract funding.

4. Discussion and Analysis®®

4.1 The Reality of Philanthropic and Humanitarian Work in
North-west Syria

Civil society organizations in NWS did not have a clear presence before the
outbreak of the conflict in 201144 However, the deterioration of
humanitarian conditions resulting from military conflicts significantly
contributed to the rise of humanitarian and charitable needs in these zones
due to high population density, increased rates of poverty and unemployment,
and severe degradation of infrastructure.

Until 2013, charitable and humanitarian work in these zones was
characterized by a lack of organization and randomness among the entities
providing it, with the absence of governing bodies to regulate and monitor
this work. As the conflict prolonged, and due to its geographical proximity to
these zones, the Turkish government facilitated the necessary procedures to
transform most of the voluntary charitable and relief activities into an
organized form by establishing licensed non-governmental organizations.
These organizations have been responsible for implementing their operations
in the charitable and humanitarian sectors in these zones.

In 2013, a specific law was issued to regulate international assistance
provided to the population in these zones. The activities of these organizations
became subject to Turkish Associations Law No. 5253 and its relevant
legislative provisions. Subsequently, the United Nations Security Council
adopted Resolution No. 2642 in 2014, allowing aid entry across borders. This
resolution contributed to strengthening the presence of these organizations

@3 The information provided is primarily drawn from semi-structured, in-depth interviews mentioned earlier in the
paper, except where other sources are specifically cited.

@9 Tokmajyan, A. (2021). Hubs and Bubbles: Syrian Civil Society after a decade of conflict, IMPACT Civil Society
Research and Development e.V, Berlin.
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and providing them with the necessary funding for the sustainability of their
work®®,

From 2013 to the present, these organizations have undergone a series of
transformations in terms of their numbers and the charitable, relief, and
developmental fields in which they operate. This has been closely tied to the
level of humanitarian funding they receive from international organizations,
governments, individual donors, and other relevant entities. Additionally,
these organizations have faced numerous challenges related to their legal
status and how they are dealt with by Turkish authorities responsible for
overseeing their operations. This includes bureaucratic procedures in dealing
with them, encompassing employment contracts, contracting with service
providers, and the financial aspects associated with their work. Moreover, the
absence of accredited governing bodies to license these organizations in
Northwest Syria adds to the complexities they encounter(3),

Due to the prolonged duration of the conflict in Syria and the absence of a
political solution, these organizations continue to diligently strive, with all
available resources, to meet the significant humanitarian needs in these zones.
Given the years of operation that have surpassed a decade, these organizations
have become a fundamental pillar in the present and future of these zones.
Approximately 60% of the population in these zones still relies on charitable
and humanitarian projects provided by these organizations across various
sectors.

4.2 The Actors Influencing the Financial Sustainability of
Philanthropic Organizations in North-west Syria.

The working environment in NWS is characterized by a specificity that
imposes itself on the nature of humanitarian and philanthropic work. In the
context of addressing the reality of the work of philanthropic organizations,
there are crucial factors that influence the general functioning of these
organizations, and particularly their financial sustainability. Some of these
factors are associated with the internal environment of the organizations,

@9 Heli, K & Salih, M (2019). The effect of non-governmental organizations intervention on community cohesion
in Northern Syria amid the host society and the IDPS, Door Beyond War and Youth of Change Network.
% Hawasli, K (2022). Op.Cit.
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while others are linked to the external environment in which they operate in
these zones.

Since the commencement of their operations in these zones, it has been
noticeable that external factors pose challenges to the work of these
organizations. Foremost, among these factors is the financial aspect, given
the nature of the reciprocal relationship between charitable projects and the
sustainability of the funding provided. This has become evident in the
continued provision of charitable work by some of these organizations, while
others have ceased their activities. The funding from individual and
institutional donors to these organizations has been characterized by
fluctuations due to the funding policies of the donor entities. This variability
is observed in the amount of funding provided, which has shown
inconsistency from one year to another, significantly affecting the operational
performance of these organizations. Their projects have been closely tied to
the presence or absence of this funding, impacting their ability to retain
human resources and sustain their initiatives®?,

Alternatively, these donor entities have intervened in the mechanism of
distributing funding to philanthropic organizations operating on the ground.
This had a negative impact on the sustainability of funding in this region
overall due to variations in the capabilities and capacities of these
organizations in efficiently distributing the funds within these zones. This is
one of the reasons that may contribute to its sustainability for the longest
possible period and achieving optimal benefits for local communities. Some
donor entities have also obligated philanthropic organizations to direct funded
charitable projects to specific humanitarian sectors over others, or to certain
zones instead of others based on their assessments. This affected the
reputation and continuity of these organizations in these zones due to a lack
of consideration for projects that address actual needs®®. Consequently,
donor funding has not been as effective as desired due to the absence of a
local entity capable of organizing, monitoring, and directing charitable
funding according to actual needs within these zones. However, recently, the

@) Doocy, S., Tappis, H., & Lyles, E (2016). Are cash-based interventions a feasible approach for expanding
humanitarian assistance in Syria?, Journal of International Humanitarian Action, Vol. 1, No.13, p.4.

@8 Kurabi, A & Hawasli, K. (2021). The Mental Image of Humanitarian Work in Syria After 2011: Challenges of
Needs and Limited Resources, Syrian Dialogue Center, Tirkiye.
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Turkish government, represented by the Disaster and Emergency
Management Presidency (AFAD) organization, has begun attempting to
organize and direct projects implemented by these organizations to meet
actual needs by coordinating the efforts of these organizations.

The humanitarian funding for these zones has been significantly tied to the
political aspect. Over the past decade, humanitarian funding for these zones
has shown a clear fluctuation in its quantity, particularly from governments
and international organizations, while donors from individuals have remained
relatively stable. This can be largely attributed to the indirect connection of
the provided funding with the evolving political dynamics of the conflict in
Syria and the feasibility of reaching a sustainable political solution in the
country®?, Additionally, this funding has been influenced by global
economic crises and a decline in humanitarian funding worldwide, especially
after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and additional restricted global
regulations and laws, especially those related to counter-terrorism®9.
Moreover, the prolonged duration of the conflict in Syria and the absence of
a sustainable political solution have weakened donors’ commitment to
continue providing humanitarian funding for these zones since 2011.

In the same context, the substantial volume of funding required for these
zones represents one of the foremost challenges burdening donor entities.
Over the past years, the population density in NWS has significantly
increased due to large waves of displacement resulting from ongoing military
operations. Consequently, this has caused economic and social instability in
local communities, leading to elevated levels of poverty, unemployment, and
a significant proportion of marginalized and vulnerable groups. This has, in
turn, heightened the demand for humanitarian assistance and increased the
magnitude of charitable work required. Thus, the funding provided to date
still only addresses a small portion of the actual needs, despite the
commitments made by donors at the beginning of each year in the Syria
Humanitarian Financing Plan®Y,

@9 Alhousseiny, M & Attar, E. (2021). The Evolution of the Syrian Humanitarian NGOs and External Challenges,
Journal of Politics and Development, vol 11, No. 2, pp. 101-119.

“0) |bid.

@) Tokmajyan, A. (2021). Op.Cit.
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On the other hand, the local environment significantly influences the reality
of charitable work within these zones. The ongoing security instability
continues to impact the activities of philanthropic organizations, with many
facing pressures from influential entities such as military factions and
prominent families attempting to seize a portion of the charitable aid provided
for their benefit. This has posed a challenge for many of these organizations
in terms of their ability to sustain their activities in these zones and adapt to
the demands of these entities. Consequently, it has greatly affected the
reputation of several of these organizations in the eyes of donors, leading to
a decrease or cessation of funding.

In the same context, the weakness of the organizational and legal environment
in these zones, which is a crucial factor in the success of charitable work, has
significantly impacted the effectiveness of charitable efforts and the ability to
provide the necessary elements for their success and sustainability within
local communities?. Additionally, the absence of official financial
institutions such as banks and microfinance institutions poses a major
challenge in implementing charitable and humanitarian funding and ensuring
transparency in these zones. Philanthropic organizations have had to offer
essential financial services to support the execution and sustainability of their
charitable and relief activities, ensuring their success?.

In terms of internal factors, some elements play a significant role in the
context of financial sustainability for philanthropic organizations. Generally,
philanthropic organizations operating in these zones are characterized by their
small size and vary in capacities, capabilities, operational efficiency, and
human resource competence. This has had a profound impact on the
sustainability of their presence in delivering charitable work within these
zones. The zones have witnessed a relative turnover rate of these
organizations, with some exiting the charitable market and new organizations
being established. This has reflected a decrease in the quality of charitable
projects and a correlation with a reduced level of optimizing fund utilization
to achieve optimal results.

@2 Kurabi, A. (2021). The International Legal Guarantees for Non-Governmental Organizations and Their
Application in the Syrian Context, Syrian Dialogue Center, Turkiye.

@3 Al Bdullah, M. (2023). Governance of the Financial Sector in Northern Syria: Reality and Challenges, Omran
Center for Strategic Studies, Istanbul.
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Furthermore, it has been observed that many of these organizations do not
adhere to the institutional governance rules related to disclosure and
transparency, mainly due to the absence of a central local authority
responsible for overseeing their operations and obligating them to follow
these governance rules*®. Despite being licensed in Tiirkiye according to the
Law on Associations, the actual practice is limited to financial audits only for
their operations. Most of these organizations are not compelled to adhere to
comprehensive disclosure and transparency rules. This is evident in the lack
of financial data, the volume of charitable operations, and other relevant data
on the identities of these organizations.

In the same context, a noticeable decline has been observed in the level of
practices related to managing funds provided by donors, with a significant
portion failing to comply with compliance rules for disclosure and
transparency from the outset. This is due to the diversity of donor entities
providing financial support and variations in the level of disclosure and
transparency they require. Consequently, cases of corruption and bribery have
become prevalent, significantly impacting the sustainability of their funding
later on. Several donor entities discovered these cases, leading to a substantial
reduction in their funding, especially individual donors and philanthropic
organizations in some neighboring countries. Additionally, some of these
organizations lack expertise in financial and accounting management
practices due to their relatively recent presence in charitable and humanitarian
work.

On the other hand, some philanthropic organizations suffer from a decrease
in the efficiency of specialized human resources and the reliance on
favoritism in appointments. Additionally, a high turnover rate among workers
within these organizations is observed, with hiring and layoffs occurring
based on the availability of funding for charitable projects. Furthermore,
many of these organizations are characterized by a familial influence in their
boards of directors and specialized departments. Each organization is
categorized based on the orientations and affiliations of its board members,

@4 Kurabi, A & Hawasli, K. (2021). Op.Cit.
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along with the strength of their relationships with donor entities, ensuring the
sustainability of charitable funding“®.

In their pursuit of ensuring sustainability, several philanthropic organizations
have established endowments exclusive to them. Some have also set up
special funds to receive zakat and voluntary donations from benefactors. This
move is aimed at leveraging Islamic social finance tools to sustain charitable
projects in the face of declining donations and humanitarian funding for NWS
in recent years.

5. Conclusion

Financial sustainability represents one of the most prominent challenges that
determine the fate of the continuity of philanthropic organizations. However,
this challenge is even more evident in conflict zones, where these
organizations face unique challenges posed by operating environments in
these zones due to the complex and often fragile nature of these environments.
This paper attempted to identify the most important factors affecting the
reality of financial sustainability among philanthropic organizations
operating in NWS.

There are several external factors observed to impact financial sustainability,
such as the funding policies of donor entities for these organizations in terms
of the amount and distribution mechanism within humanitarian sectors. The
humanitarian funding for these zones is indirectly linked to the political
aspect of the Syrian file. Additionally, there is a clear disparity between the
available charitable funding and the actual needs of these densely populated
areas, considering the deteriorating economic and living conditions. In the
same context, the local environment, including variables related to security
stability, organizational structure, and legal aspects of charitable work, posed
a significant challenge to the ability of philanthropic organizations to achieve
financial sustainability.

Moreover, there are other factors related to the philanthropic organizations
themselves that have impacted their financial sustainability. Notably, the
small size of these organizations and variations among them in terms of

“9 Tokmajyan, A. (2021). Op.Cit.
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capabilities and resources, inefficient financial management practices; with
a significant portion not adhering to institutional governance rules related to
disclosure and transparency. There is also a low level of human resource
efficiency in charitable work concerning fundraising, management, and the
use of appropriate marketing tools. These factors have been reflected in the
quality of charitable projects in these zones.

Therefore, it is imperative to enhance financial transparency for philanthropic
organizations operating in these zones by regularly publishing reports and
statistics on implemented charitable projects. This should include details
about the funding received, the number of beneficiaries, and the geographic
zones where these projects were executed. Such efforts will contribute to
creating a positive perception of these organizations among local
communities and individual, regional, and international donors.

Additionally, there is a need to improve the capabilities of the personnel
responsible for building good relationships with donors and managing the
fundraising process. Shifting towards development and endowment projects
with financial returns could secure a portion of sustainable funding for
charitable enterprises. This is particularly crucial given the decreasing
humanitarian funding and the necessity for organizations to rely on their
resources to achieve financial sustainability.

Lastly, in the context of early recovery inside NWS, which is closely related
to financial sustainability and resilience, the local philanthropic organizations
should try to focus on sustainability in our interventions, ensuring that these
interventions continue for as long as possible within local communities.
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