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Hospital Attacks Almost Doubled in Syria in 2023 Despite a
Decrease in Political Violence

GENEVA – The Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition identified 57 incidents of violence
against or obstruction of health care in Syria during 2023. The protracted crisis in Syria has
persisted for 13 years, during which health infrastructure has consistently been targeted,
devastating the health care system. In both the northwest and northeast of the country,
health facilities have remained heavily damaged by the ongoing conflict, with many lacking
medical supplies or qualified staff. Humanitarian needs remain immense, with 15.3 million
people requiring assistance in 2023, and the shifting geopolitical context added to the
difficulties of humanitarian efforts.

According to the Coalition’s report available in Arabic and English, despite the overall
decrease in reported violence, attacks on health care increased in 2023, primarily due to
increased explosive weapons use during October when Turkish bombing campaigns in
Al-Hasakah and Aleppo, along with Syrian airstrikes in Idlib, damaged health and civilian
infrastructure, resulting in civilian and health worker casualties. “Targeting health care is a
gross violation of international humanitarian law,” said Houssam al-Nahhas, MD, MPH,
Physicians for Human Rights Health and Human Rights Researcher. “These attacks not
only cost lives and lead to destruction in the immediate aftermath, but they have long-term
impacts on the health and well-being of entire communities, especially vulnerable groups
such as women and children. By damaging health facilities and restricting access to care,
these attacks undermine the health system’s capacity to respond to future crises and deprive
affected communities of their right to access essential and life-saving medical services"

During 2023, eight health workers were killed, including a doctor killed during clashes
between the SAF-affiliated Fayez al-Radi group and Syrian military forces in Daraa and 11
health workers were arrested or detained, some on allegations of collaborating or affiliating
with armed groups.

A study by Burbach et al., based on a quantitative analysis of the impact of attacks on 18
health facilities in northwest Syria, found that, on average, the number of out-patient visits to
the facilities dropped by half the day after an attack. A reduction in such visits continued for
more than five weeks. The number of births at the hospital decreased by almost 25% in the
days after the attack, illustrating the additional barriers preventing pregnant women from
accessing the care they need to safely give birth.

Among the report’s recommendations are:
● The International Criminal Court and national courts, through principles of universal

jurisdiction, should, at long last, initiate prosecutions for war crimes and crimes
against humanity involving attacks on the wounded and sick and on health facilities.
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● Governments should cease arms transfers to parties to conflict that engage in grave
breaches of international humanitarian law.

● Ministers of Health should engage with their own military and security forces and
armed groups to protect health care from violence and strengthen mechanisms to
mitigate the impacts of attacks on communities, health workers, and the health
system.

● Regional bodies and the UN humanitarian cluster system should expand initiatives to
protect health care in conflict and mitigate the impact of violence against it.

In its 11th annual report, Critical Condition: Violence Against Health Care in Conflict, the
coalition documented 2562 incidents in conflicts across 30 countries, or regions within
countries, or territories in 2023, a 25% increase from 2022, representing 500 more attacks
than documented last year, and the highest ever since the Coalition began reporting
“Violence against health care reached appalling levels in 2023, said Leonard Rubenstein,
Chair of the Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition (SHCC) comprising more than
40 nongovernmental organisations. “Whether a product of recklessness, indifference, or
intentional targeting, fighting forces’ contempt for the law brought catastrophic harm to those
in need of care and the health workers and systems intending to aid them. The world fails to
ensure accountability for this violence at its peril.”

Methodology Note: The data in this report is compiled from open sources and
partner-agency contributions of information, date, time, and location of incidents of violence
and obstruction of health care in 2023 and is based on the WHO definition of attacks on
health care. Due to this methodology, there are some differences between SHCC’s
numbers and other reports. Explore the incidents visually on this interactive global map.

###

The Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition is a group of more than 40 organisations
working to protect health workers and services threatened by war and civil unrest. It has raised
awareness of global attacks on health and pressed United Nations agencies for greater global action
to protect the security of health care. The SHCC monitors attacks, strengthens universal norms of
respect for the right to health, and demands accountability for perpetrators.
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